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This research examines a key aspect in the deterioration of Israeli democracy between 2009-2018. 
Mainly, it looks at Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's Right-wing governments utilization of 
legislative procedure to limit the right to free speech. The aspects of the right to free speech 
discussed here pertain to dissenting and critical activism against these government’s policies. The 
suppression of said right is manifested in the marginalization, delegitimization and ultimately 
silencing of its expression in Human Rights NGOs activism. To demonstrate this, the research 
presents a case study of one such NGO – “Breaking the Silence” – and the legal and political 
actions designed to cause its eventual ousting from mainstream Israeli discourse. The research 
focuses on the importance and uniqueness of this NGO, as well as the ways in which the 
government perceives and acts against it. First, it analyzes the NGO’s history, modus operandi and 
goals, emphasizing the uniqueness that makes it a particularly fascinating case. Then, it researches 
the government’s specific interest in crippling and limiting its influence. Finally, it highlights the 
government’s toolbox and utilization thereof against it. By shining a light on this case, the research 
seeks to show the process of watering down of a fundamental right within Israeli democracy – 
which is instrumental to understanding the state’s risk of decline towards illiberal democracy. 
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On election day (March 17, 2015), with polls showing a real chance for a center-left win, Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s of the “Likud” (“Unity”) party uploaded a scaremongering video 
to his Facebook page wherein he stated that “the rule of the Right is in danger, Arabs are getting 
out the vote in droves. Left-wing NGOs are bringing them to the ballots with busses!” This of 
course was false. No busses existed, NGOs didn’t pay for them and voting rates among Arabs were 
only marginally higher than in previous years. Yet it was enough to get voters to once again keep 
Netanyahu and the Right in power.1  
As Israel celebrates its 70th anniversary, it finds itself at a crossroads between its past and 
future. Established as a Jewish and Democratic state and ruled by the political Center-Left since 
its founding in 1948 and until the political turnover in 1977, Israel had tried to balance religion 
and democracy throughout its early years.2 While this attempted balance was retained under the 
mostly Right-wing rule between 1977-2008, it has begun to change between 2009 and 2018. This 
is the result of the rule of three consecutive governments, led by Mr. Netanyahu.3 Under 
Netanyahu’s reign, in accordance with the global trend of liberal democracies swaying towards a 
narrower, watered-down “illiberal” democracy (similar to Turkey, Hungary and Poland), Israeli 
democracy is re-aligning itself. Netanyahu’s governments – in particular the current one (since 
2015) -  has promoted a re-shaping of Israeli democracy via a narrowing of its pluralistic nature, 
                                                 
1 YouTube, “The Right wing’s rule in in danger – get out and vote Mahal [Likud]”, March 17, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2cUoglR1yk  
2 Despite holding free and open elections since its establishment, maintaining an independent judicial system and a 
free society (at least for its Jewish citizens) from 1948 onwards, Israel wasn’t officially a democracy until it passed 
legislation on this in 1992 – in the Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty. 
3 “Knesset Election Results”, The Knesset Online, last modified March 18, 2015. 
http://knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm. 
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its open society and the principals of freedom and equality for and of all its citizens.4 Owing to the 
specific Israeli context, this process was characterized by the methodical subordination of 
democracy to Judaism, which undermines the delicate balance within the Jewish-and-democratic 
Zionist ideal.   
The government has advocated placing limitations on parliamentary work, including a law 
that allows a special majority of MK’s to oust another, elected MK. It has supported placing 
significant limitations on the power of the Supreme Court to strike down legislation. It advanced 
the Ultra-Orthodox monopoly on civil society life with regards to family law and restrictions on 
trade during the Sabbath and even promoted and passed legislation to elevate the Jewish religion 
and Hebrew language above any other religion or language, especially Islam and Arabic, such as 
the “Nation-state law” and the “Muad’hin Law.”5  
One key facet of this is manifested in the government’s attempt to qualify the work of 
NGOs such as “The New Israel Fund”, “Darkenu” (formerly V-15), “B’tselem” and “Breaking the 
Silence” (hereinafter “BtS”), all considered staunchly left-wing, by narrowing free speech and 
expression. It has done so by way of pursuing a legislative agenda which creates legal obstacles to 
receiving funding (especially foreign-government), adding taxation burdens and mandatory 
disclosures and preventing entrance into educational institutions.6 Accompanying this legislative 
                                                 
4 Fareed Zakaria, "The rise of illiberal democracy", (Foreign affairs, 1997), 22-43; Eithan Orkiby. "We Told You 
So!” — Identity and Polarization in the Rhetoric of the Israeli Right”, Social Issues in Israel, Ariel University 
Center (Winter 2014), p.18 
5 “The Narrowing of Democratic Space in Israel: The 20th Knesset - an Overview”, The Association for Civil Rights 
in Israel, Last modified January 2018, https://www.acri.org.il/he/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/anti-democratic-
legislation0118.pdf;  
6 “Amendment to the Mandatory Disclosure of Funds Received From a Foreign State Entity Law (2011)” , Knesset 
Online, January 18, 2016, http://main.knesset.gov.il/Activity/plenum/Pages/SessionItem.aspx?itemID=574569; 
Amendment to the Tax order (Institution that Operates for the Good of Israel), Knesset Online, January 9, 2017, 
http://main.knesset.gov.il/Activity/Legislation/Laws/Pages/LawBill.aspx?t=lawsuggestionssearch&lawitemid=2008
124; Amendment to the Public Education Law (Prevention of Activity by Organizations Operating Against the 
Goals of Education and Against the IDF) (2016), Knesset Online, January 2, 2017, 
http://main.knesset.gov.il/Activity/plenum/Pages/SessionItem.aspx?itemID=2011635. 
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agenda is a consistent, orchestrated and coordinated effort by government officials including 
ministers and MK’s, as well as right-wing NGOs and journalists, to color the Israeli left un-loyal, 
unpatriotic and even traitorous, delegitimizing it in the process.  
Officially, the government’s agenda with regards to human rights NGOs has been 
explained as imperative for the safeguarding of Israel and Zionism; preventing outside meddling 
by foreign governments or international actors; and as a means of keeping the Israeli Defense 
Force (“IDF”) free to act with minimum interruption from legal or self-proclaimed moral agents.7 
Thus, the government’s actions are explained in similar ways to those of autocratic or semi-
democratic governments.8 Contrastingly, the relevant NGOs, as well as parts of the parliamentary 
opposition and the press, allege this agenda is a pretense for curbing and even outright silencing 
dissenting speech and a delegitimization of their right to act, owing to the government’s attempts 
to cement its rule and consolidate power.9 
 
2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 
This research looks to answer the question: how has the wave of legislation aimed at 
qualifying human rights NGOs, influenced free speech and freedom of expression in civil society 
and public discourse in contemporary Israel? To do so, it will examine the influences of legislative 
actions undertaken by the government as they pertain to its aforementioned agenda. Specifically, 
it will do so through the prism of a unique case study in Israeli society and politics. That which 
                                                 
7 Hanna Herzog and Kinneret Lahad, Editors, Knowing and Keeping Silent: Mechanisms of Silencing and Denying 
in Israeli Society (Van Leer Institute in Jerusalem, 2006), 10-25.  
8 Shiri Krebs and Mordechai Kremnitzer, The Knesset Against Israeli Civil Society, The Israel Institute of 
Democracy, July 27, 2011, https://www.idi.org.il/articles/9516.  
9Tamir Magal, Daniel Bar-Tal and Iran Halperin. “Why is it so hard to get People to Support a Peace Process”. 
Politika: The Israeli Journal of Political Science & International Relations, Leonard Davis Institute for International 
Relations (2016), 66-70. 
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pertains to “Breaking the Silence”, a self-proclaimed Zionist NGO, comprised of ex-combatants’ 
who promote Israel’s ending of the occupation in the West Bank.10 Questions that shall be 
investigated herein include: what are the unique characteristics of BtS that differentiate it from 
other NGOs and make it a unique target for the government? How has the rise of the Israeli Right 
since 2009 influenced the shift in governmental policy, specifically its hardline approach to human 
rights NGOs activism? How has the government used legislative measures to implement its 
agenda? And, ultimately, what lessons can be learned from the case of BtS to better understand 
the ways in which the government is reshaping the state’s democratic nature? The paper will thus 
focus on the governments’ actions through the prism of BtS as a case study, analyzing how its 
methods of operation have been hampered, limited and narrowed by recent legislation - with 
illiberalism as its driving force. 
In the first part of this case study, I explain what BtS is, following in the mold created by 
Stephen Hopgoods’ case study of Amnesty International.11 This method allows a thorough 
examination of a specific case, which can shed new light on a complex and nuanced subject.12 
Most of my study is based on archival research. It analyzes all versions, corrections and 
amendments to proposed legislation between 2009 and 2018, as well as a thorough research into 
the discussions within parliament and outside of it, including media statements, political rallies, 
interviews and speeches. This necessitated not only extensive archival work but also a broad 
                                                 
10 Tamar Katriel and Nimrod Shavit, “Between Moral Activism and Archival Memory: The Testimonial Project of 
‘Breaking the Silence’”, in: Neiger M., Meyers O., Zandberg E. (editors) On Media Memory Palgrave Macmillan 
Memory Studies, Palgrave Macmillan, London (2011), 78;  
Note that all uses of the term “occupation” hereinafter refer to Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and the 
Palestinian population residing in it. 
11 Stephen Hopgood, “Keepers of the flame: understanding Amnesty International” (Cornell University Press 2006), 
73-115.  
12 Kathleen M. Eisenhardt, "Building Theories from Case Study Research" The Academy of Management 
Review 14, no. 4 (1989), 532-50. http://www.jstor.org/stable/258557; Joe R. Feagin, Anthony M. Orum, and Gideon 
Sjoberg, editors, A case for the case study. UNC Press Books, 1991. 5-27 
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overview of a wide array of media outlets from all sides of the political spectrum. Furthermore, 
this research relies in part on a small number of interviews, the performance of which followed 
the standard academic texts methods of qualitative research.13  
Included in the thesis are interviews with seven people.  Two very different Members of 
Knesset from the center-left Labor party  – the moderate MK Itzik Shmuli and the progressive MK 
Stav Shaffir; Author, journalist and columnist for Israel’s best-selling newspaper, anti-BDS 
activist “Yediot Aharonot”, Mr. Ben Dror Yemini; Right-wing political activists and NGO CEO’s, 
Matan Katzman and Amit Deri; “Breaking the Silence” CEO, Mr. Avner Gvaryahu; and head of 
student group “Students Supporting Israel” at Columbia University, Ms. Dahlia Zhager. Some 
other persons of interest were either contacted and not interviewed, or were interviewed but added 
too little to eventually be included in the text. 
The seven interviews were done face-to-face in New York or over the phone in calls 
between New York or Ottawa, Ontario, Canada and Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, Israel. All interviews 
were conducted in Hebrew, lasted between 30 minutes and 2.5 hours, recorded and transcribed by 
me, and all participants consented in writing to give me permission to quote and attribute their 
words to them by their full name at my discretion.  The questions were open ended and dealt with 
the interviewees’ ideology, role in contemporary Israel and views on the question of BtS 
specifically and free speech in Israel in general. I believe that these interviews add insight on 
readily collected archival data and insert personal and political commentary to the research. 
                                                 
13 Kathy Charmaz and Robert Emerson, "Contemporary field research" Contemporary field research (1983): 109-
126; Robert S. Weiss, Learning from strangers: The art and method of qualitative interview studies. Simon and 
Schuster, 1995. 
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I also approached other key figures, who did not consent to partake in the research. I was 
declined an interview by 5 MK’s from the ruling Likud party. 3 different MK’s from “Yesh Atid” 
party, including chairman MK Yair Lapid – which I had admittedly criticized repeatedly as a 
columnist for “Ha’aretz” in the past – declined as well. Another 2 Left-wing NGO CEO’s stated 
they are unwilling to talk of these matters or do not see themselves as relevant.  
BtS is a Zionist organization founded and comprised of ex-soldiers who advocate against 
the continued occupation, both in Israel and abroad. I claim that due to its modus operandi, BtS is 
not only a very dangerous NGO in the eyes of Israel’s current Right-wing government, but one 
crucial to silence. The characteristics of BtS make it a prime case study from which to deduce 
constructive conclusions, for numerous reasons: (1) it is a human rights NGO that advocates 
ending the Israeli occupation of the West Bank; (2) It is comprised of self-proclaimed Zionist and 
patriot IDF combat-veterans. (3) It is active in the West Bank – mainly in tours of Palestinian cities 
- and in Israel, where it focuses on educational activity, publishing of veterans’ testimonies about 
their service as IDF soldiers in the West Bank and other public events, and abroad; (4) It is heavily 
funded by foreign entities, including foreign governments.14 
 This means that BtS has a unique appeal when compared to other NGOs. However, owing 
to its attempts to change the perception of the occupation by making it accessible and transparent, 
it has suffered backlash in public perception of it and governmental response to it. Moreover, the 
NGO’s reliance on foreign funding and its operation abroad, perceived as “airing the dirty 
                                                 
14 “Organization”, Breaking the Silence’s Official Website, 2018. 
http://www.breakingthesilence.org.il/about/organization; “Report on Conclusion of in-depth Review of Breaking the 
Silence”, Israeli Corporations Registrar, January 17, 2013. https://www.ngo-
monitor.org.il/data/images/File/20130117-117-99-2013-0027011.pdf#page=16 See also: “Quarterly Report on 
Donations from a foreign State-entity”, Israeli Corporations Registrar, October 1, 2017;“Breaking the Silence’s 
International Activity, September 2012 – December 2015”, NGO Monitor, November 2015. https://www.ngo-
monitor.org.il/reports/bts-activities/.  
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laundry”, make it an even bigger target to clampdown on. The ways in which the government does 
so and the influences of this agenda have been neglected in research of states’– especially 
democracies – handling of dissent. BtS’ work, its construct and the political sphere in which it 
operates shed a light on the erosion of Israel’s liberal values, particularly free speech and thought.15 
In order to demonstrate my claim, I will analyze two major laws passed by the Israeli 
parliament – the Knesset - as well as one minor legislative act undertaken in 2016. All of these 
share the clear intent of crippling BtS (and, in part, similar NGOs). While the campaign to silence 
BtS has many faces, I see great value in analysis of the law as an analytical tool that enables in-
depth study of Israeli political mechanisms and a cultural tool that creates a window to concurrent 
Israeli society. It allows a better understanding of how the Israeli government constructs the 
formal, social and cultural perception of BtS, as well as the ideas and narratives pertaining to other, 
similar NGOs and the narrowing share of the spotlight they are allowed.  
To this end, lastly, I will explain how this campaign against BtS functions as part of a 
broader political agenda that seeks to methodically curb criticism of the government by left-wing 
NGOs and brand it anti-Zionist or anti-Israeli and therefore illegitimate. To make this claim, I shall 
point to the employment of tactics used against BtS in the government’s campaign against other 
organizations, and unmask the ideological and political reasoning that make up such a cohesive 
effort of negating opposition. Simply put, I will demonstrate how the Israeli government opts to 
ruthlessly attack and undermine the legitimacy of opposing positions, thus negating them a right 
to expression.16 In conclusion, I shall try to elucidate the lessons to be learned from this case, as 
they pertain to Israeli left-wing civil society, leftist ideology and political discourse as a whole.  
                                                 
15Jehuda Shoahat, “because I’m a Zionist, because I’m a patriot, because I’m an Israeli: an interview with Avner 
Gvaryahu”, YNET, January 20, 2016 http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4755219,00.html. 
16 Ibid, 2. 
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The legislation (proposed or passed) to be researched includes: (1) The mandatory 
disclosure of funds received from a foreign state entity Law (2016) (“The Transparency Law”); 
(2) the amendment to the Public Education Law (Prevention of activity by organizations operating 
against the goals of education and against the IDF) (2016) (“Breaking the Silence Law”); (3) the 
proposed amendment to the Tax order (Institution that operates for the good of Israel) (2016) (“The 
Funding Law”). These laws and the proposed amendment allow for a close look and analysis of 
the campaign to silence BtS, as well as the larger, ultimate goal of crippling left-wing NGOs ability 
to criticize the government by delegitimizing such criticism and removing it from mainstream 
political spectrum. 17 
 
Part I: Jewish, democratic – and part of a global illiberal trend   
1. Governmental action against free and dissenting speech 
The right to free speech and freedom of expression is a key right in a democratic state. 
However, it is not an absolute one. It applies to a great spectrum of human activities - from plain 
conversational speech to physical protest and much more. Because of this it often collides with 
and is subsequently limited by other rights: the right to security, the right to freedom of and from 
religion and more. All of these rights may, under specific circumstances, override the right to free 
speech to allow a greater goal to be achieved or maintained.18  
Certain governments therefore wish to limit the scope of free speech to ensure such greater 
goals are achieved. However, the question of what constitutes a legitimate limitation placed by a 
                                                 
17 “The Israeli government is trying to silence its critics.” Foundation for Middle East Peace, 2016, 
https://fmep.org/media/reading/israel-silences-critics/.  
18 Rachel Marsden, “Your Rights End Where Mine Begin, 2011. Human Events, http://humanevents.com/ 
2011/09/18/your-rights-end-where-mine-begin/  
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government on the right to free speech of a person or a group, remains an open-ended one. The 
answer too is not always clear. It depends on the country where the issue arises, the time and era 
when it does and the political and social context.  
Governments may seek to qualify free speech rights of NGOs operating within them or with 
regards to them, so as to alleviate obstacles in the war on terror, to exert stricter control over 
borders and sovereignty or even silence calls for a more human-rights-based approach in 
governance and administrative actions.19 
 Governments can limit free speech in various ways. This is determined and is limited by 
the state’s political regime, religion (where such exists, officially or unofficially), its culture and 
other factors. Different types of states choose different ways, some more explicit than others, to 
exert their control over free speech. Dictatorships like Nazi Germany, the USSR or modern-day 
North Korea did not and still do not allow for any speech other than such that is completely aligned 
with the ruling party or leader’s agenda and ideology, even dictated by it.20 Other states, especially 
modern authoritarian states such as Russia, use more complex ways of controlling speech. The 
latter, for instance, limits almost any opposing expression, especially that of rivals to president 
Putin.21 To do so, Russia has utilized various legislative acts, including federal law 18-FZ, which 
allows for denial of registration, restriction of foreign funding and nationals and extra reporting 
requirements for NGOs.22 Other states, like Turkey – a (limited) liberal democracy in the process 
of becoming an illiberal and even authoritative state altogether – have cracked down on what is 
                                                 
19 Shannon Kindornay, James Ron, and Charli Carpenter, "Rights-based approaches to development: Implications 
for NGOs." Human Rights Quarterly (2012): 472-506. 
20 Carl J. Friedrich and Zbigniew K. Brzezinski, "Totalitarian dictatorship" Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1965. 3-
25. 
21 “Online and on All Fronts: Russia’s Assault on Freedom of Expression Speech”, Human Rights Watch July 18, 
2017. https://www.hrw.org/report/2017/07/18/online-and-all-fronts/russias-assault-freedom-expression.  
22 Michael P. Maxwell, "NGOs in Russia: Is the recent Russian NGO legislation the end of civil society in 
Russia." Tul. J. Int'l & Comp. L. 15 (2006): 235. 
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perceived by the government as proven or potential outside interference by foreign states or 
nationals, pushing out any NGO that doesn’t comply with the government’s perception of “good 
civil society”.23 Other states such as Hungary went as far as pursuing constitutional changes that 
granted the government significant power to cut off dissenters from funding and access to fair 
voting and coined the phrases “freedom fight” and “anti-liberal paternalistic conservativism” as 
national motives, labeling criticism of the government as unpatriotic and foreign induced.24 Poland 
has recently placed limitations on speech pertaining to its involvement in the Holocaust during 
WWII, as part of a wider attempt to exonerate itself from alleged cooperation of the Polish 
population with Nazi Germany against Polish Jews during the holocaust, and revive patriotic 
pride.25 What once was an identifying mark of dictatorships has now taken its place within 
democracies tittering on the brink of authoritarianism.26  
Liberal democracies also limit freedoms, including personal or group speech, from time to 
time. France has been struggling with limitations on freedom of expression with regards to 
traditional Muslim head covers and its perceived contradiction with state secularity, as well as the 
right to obscene or racist speech27; George W. Bush’s United States limited several civil liberties 
post 9/11, mostly for security reasons, utilizing legislation such as the Patriot Act in the process – 
                                                 
23 Ruby Mellen and Colum Lynch, “Inside Turkey’s NGO Purge, Foreign Policy, August 3 2017, 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/08/03/inside-turkeys-ngo-purge/ . 
24 Aron Buzogán, “Illiberal democracy in Hungary: authoritarian diffusion or domestic 
causation?” (Democratization 24:7, 2017) 1307-1325 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13510347.2017.1328676; 
Anne Appelbaum, “Illiberal Democracy Comes to Poland”. The Washington Post, 22 December 2016, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2016/12/22/illiberal-democracy-comes-to-
poland/?utm_term=.7e605b1e8613.  
Hungarian PM, Viktor Orban, is in fact credited as coining the phrase “Illiberal Democracy” 
25 Jeremy T. Gunn, "Religious freedom and Laïcité: A comparison of the United States and France" In BYU L. Rev: 
419, 432 – 479. 
26 Ivan Krastev, “Eastern Europe’s Illiberal Revolution”, Foreign Policy, May/June 2018 Issue. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/hungary/2018-04-16/eastern-europes-illiberal-revolution 
27 Sandrine Boudana, "Not just a joke: The ‘quenelle’ as a running gag masking anti-Semitic 
communication." European Journal of Cultural Studies 21, no. 2 (2018): 189-206. 
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and the country has dealt with many issues pertaining free speech, including seditious, defamatory, 
and offensive speech.28  
What remains unclear still then, is the ever-elusive proverbial “red line”: the moment when 
a country’s decision to legislate certain limitations on free speech reflects not a minor alteration 
but a change - not in its ‘threshold of tolerance’ but rather in its democracy, as a national consensus 
and a form of government.   
 
2. Israel as a Jewish, Democratic, Zionist state 
Unlike other democracies such as the United States or France, and similarly to the United 
Kingdom, Israel does not have a rigid constitution. Instead, its so-called constitution is comprised 
of a combination of Basic laws – constitutional laws, considered superior to “regular” laws, 
alongside a rich history of accumulated common law, especially since the “constitutional 
revolution”, and historic documents with legal importance (though not official stature) such as its 
declaration of independence and some remnants of British and Ottoman law (especially in the 
West Bank).29  
As noted, Israel has long perceived itself a democracy and a Jewish state, though this was only 
made official in 1992. 30 The patriarch of Zionism, Theodor Herzl, envisioned Israel as a secular 
                                                 
28 Steven Shiffrin, Jesse Choper, and Fredrick Schauer, The First Amendment: Cases, Comments, Questions (New 
York: Aspen, 2016), 50-150. 
29 Ruth Levush, Features - Guide to The Israeli Legal System – Updated, 2015, Llrx.Com, 
http://www.llrx.com/features/israel2.htm.;  
The constitutional revolution is the nickname of the process of expansion of the authority of the Israeli Supreme 
Court between 1992 and 1995, during the tenure of then-Chief Justice Prof. Aharon Barak. During this time, 
following the legislation of two ground-breaking basic laws on the freedom of professional occupation and human 
dignity and liberty, the court became more and more active, taking upon itself a positive role in interpreting and 
establishing legal norms. This Revolution was later heavily criticized as overreach by the court, and has been slowly 
rescinded, though not entirely, by several Right-wing Ministers of Justice such as Ya’akov Ne’eman, Daniel 
Friedman and most recently, Ayelet Shaked. 
30 Uriel Lynn, The Birth of a Revolution, (Yediot Ahronot Publishing, 2017), 10-30.  
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state that would serve as a refuge for Jews but have a complete separation of church and state.31 
Others, mainly on the religious flank of Zionism saw the state as “Ithalta degeula” – “the beginning 
of redemption”, and thus envisioned it an instrument to hasten the arrival of the Messiah.32 The 
declaration on the establishment of the state of Israel, written by its first PM, David Ben Gurion, 
emphasizes the Jewish history, heritage and culture – alongside values such as pluralism, equality, 
inclusiveness and more. It also defined Israel as “a Jewish state”, but refrained from mentioning a 
divine promise or right. It did not necessitate its regime be democratic, though this is easily 
deducible from the declaration’s description of the future state’s politics and society.33  
Israel’s main symbols are Jewish.  The national anthem “the Hope” (“Ha’tikva”) begins with 
the phrase “as long as the Jewish spirit within is yearning, the eye looks onwards to Jerusalem”; 
its currency is the “New Israeli Shekel” - reference to biblical era currency; its parliament is the 
“Knesset”, another reference to ancient Jewish leadership and so on.34 
Moreover, as recently as July 2018, the Knesset passed a new and highly controversial law 
called “Basic-Law: The Nation-State”, which dictates formative and essential elements of the state 
in a Jewish-centric fashion. This law includes, among provisions that are already specified in other 
laws (the state’s name, flag and anthem), a statement on the superiority of the Hebrew language 
over Arabic as the now-sole official language, and calls for promoting Jewish – but no other - 
settlements across the state.35 
                                                 
31 Theodor Herzl. The Jewish State:(Der Judenstaat). Herzel Press, 1970. 
32 Rabbi Kook’s Letters, Part C, 155 
33 The Declaration of Establishment of the State of Israel. 14 May 1948. 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/declaration%20of%20establishment%20of%20state%2
0of%20israel.aspx.  
34 Naftali Hertz Imber, 1886. “The Hope”.  
35 Basic Law – Israel: The Nation-State of the Jewish People. 
http://m.knesset.gov.il/Activity/Legislation/Laws/Pages/LawBill.aspx?t=lawsuggestionssearch&lawitemid=565913; 
It should be noted that this law refers currently only to sovereign Israel, and the term “settlements” in it refers to any 
Jewish village, town or city within Sovereign Israel, rather than a settlement in the West Bank. 
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However, Israel maintains the legal foundations of a democracy, and the vast majority of its 
citizens (especially the Jewish ones) consider it one. Israel holds free parliamentary elections every 
4 years or less; a system of checks and balances between the parliament, government and supreme 
court exists; and all citizens of any religion, race or gender including Arabs, Druze, Bedouins, 
Bahai’s and more are promised de Jure equal rights.36 Nevertheless, Israel’s unique system is under 
scrutiny with regard to its treatment of Arab and other non-Jewish citizens, and several researchers 
have dubbed it an “Ethnic Democracy” or even “Ethnocracy”, in that it rejects multi-culturalism 
but rather chooses to consolidate its Jewish values and emphasize them, going as far as to override 
certain democratic values for the sake of maintaining Jewish ones.37 
Another interesting and rather unique way in which Israel defines itself is as a Zionist state. 
What this means exactly is unclear: Zionism was originally used to refer to Jewish ambitions of 
establishing an independent state in the land of Israel (Palestine) – but those ambitions have been 
a reality since 1948. Currently, Zionism vaguely refers to a belief in the need for such a state, its 
right to exist as a Jewish State, and remain independent, free and secure. While this definition is 
not an official one, and the term Zionism isn’t anchored in legislation, it is widely accepted that 
all major parties (except for the joint Arab party, which holds 13 of 120 seats in the Knesset) are 
Zionist, whether Right, Left or Center.38 In this sense, the meaning of Zionism for Israel can be 
                                                 
36 Former chief Justice Aharon Barak defined the minimal interpretation of a Jewish state as coming from the 
aspects: “…of both Zionism and heritage. At their center stands the right of every Jew to immigrate to the State of 
Israel, where the Jews will constitute a majority; Hebrew is the official and principal language of the State and most 
of its fests and symbols reflect the national revival of the Jewish People; The heritage of the Jewish People is a 
central component of its religious and cultural legacy."  As for the minimal interpretation of a Democracy, Barak 
said it requires:  "Recognition of the sovereignty of the people manifested in free and egalitarian elections; 
recognition of the nucleus of human rights, among them dignity and equality, the existence of separations of powers, 
the rule of law, and an independent judiciary system." See: 11280/02 Central Election Committee v. Ahmed Tibi (SC 
2002). 
37Yoav Peled, “Ethnic Democracy and the Legal Construction of Citizenship: Arab Citizens of the Jewish State” 
American Political Science Review, 86(2), 1992, 432-443; Sami Smooha, “The model of ethnic democracy: Israel as 
a Jewish and democratic state”. Nations and Nationalism, 8, 2002, 475–503. Oren Yiftachel. "‘Ethnocracy’: the 
politics of judaizing Israel/Palestine." Constellations 6, no. 3 (1999): 364-390. 
38 Howard M. Sachar, “A History of Israel: From the rise of Zionism to Our Time”. Knopf, 2013, 10-40 
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likened to that of the principle “Laïcité” for France or Federalism for the United States, in that all 
major political actors presumably accept it and adhere to its general principals. 
The right to free speech, however, is not mentioned in Israeli law but was rather concluded by 
the Israeli Supreme Court.39 Israel has maintained the importance of free speech ever since the 
Court’s ruling in the case of “The People’s Voice”, even ratifying the “International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights” (ICCPR) in 1992.40 Former chief justice Barak proclaimed the right to 
free speech has an “honorary place in the hall of fundamental human rights” and is an “integral 
part of the Israeli legal ethos and a precious element of [its] democracy”.41 
Crucial to understanding the internal turmoil in Israel and the context in which this research 
was performed, is the state’s ongoing conflict with the Palestinians. While Israel has signed peace 
treaties with Egypt (1978) and Jordan (1994), and is a party to several bilateral or UN imposed 
armistice agreements (Syria, Hezbollah – 1973 and 2006, respectively), it has been at an on-going 
conflict with the Palestinian people since 1948, and more evidently since 1967 – when it occupied 
(but not annexed) the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, subjecting millions of stateless Palestinians 
to military occupation that has lasted since, despite attempts to solve it via military might (e.g. 
Operation Defensive Shield, 2001), unilateral diplomatic actions (e.g. the Disengagement from 
Gaza in 2005) or bilateral peace negotiations (e.g. the Oslo Accords, 1993). Israel currently 
controls the lives of millions under occupation, while establishing hundreds of Jewish settlements 
                                                 
39 Daniel J. Rothstein, “Adjudication of Freedom of Expression Cases Under Israel’s Unwritten Constitution” 1985, 
248. 
40 The People's Voice v. Ministry of Interior, 73/53 (SC 1953) 






in the West Bank, thereby creating a complex and intricate reality which attracts persistent 
criticism by many – some going as far as referring to it as an apartheid state.42 
 
3. Israeli Human Rights NGOs: a tour guide for the perplexed 
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are one of the fastest-most growing actors in 
civil society across the world since the 1960’s.43 This rapid expansion, in a wide array of fields 
(humanitarian, environmental, social and more), is usually attributed to decolonization, 
globalization and increased awareness to public policy issues.44  
Different NGOs have different agendas pertaining to international, national or local issues. 
They are often diverse in structure and hierarchy and have a multitude of funding sources. Some 
are donations-based, others rely on local or foreign wealthy sponsors. Others still depend on 
foreign funding, whether by wealthy businessmen and philanthropists or foreign governments.45 
Nevertheless, NGOs growing involvement in global issues has been the source of praise as well 
as growing scrutiny and criticism. Some NGOs have been hailed as worthy contributors to 
designing the global human rights regime in the spirit of the UDHR, credited with aiding the fight 
to end Apartheid in South Africa, fueling the cause of ratifying the Genocide treaty and more.46 
Others have been accused of acting as foreign agents par excellence, due to hefty foreign 
                                                 
42 Yinon Cohen and Neve Gordon (2017).  “Israel’s Bio-Spatial Politics: Demography, Territory and Effective 
Control.”  Public Culture 
43 David Hulme, “Making a Difference: NGOs and Development in a Changing World.” (Routledge, 2013),  13-49. 
44Hildy Teegen, Jonathan P. Doh, and Sushil Vachani. "The importance of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
in global governance and value creation: An international business research agenda." Journal of international 
business studies 35, no. 6 (2004): 463-483. 
45Eric Werker and Faisal Z. Ahmed, "What do nongovernmental organizations do?" Journal of Economic 
Perspectives 22, no. 2, 2008, 73-92. 
46 William Korey. “NGOs and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: A curious grapevine”, (Springer, 2001)  
95-117, 203-229. 
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contributions and influence on their budgets as well as their goals – which sometimes stood in 
sharp contrast to those of the states in which they are active.47  
 Israeli civil society is abundant with human rights NGOs, the better-known ones focusing 
mainly on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in some way. The growth in amount and scope of 
influence of such NGOs can be partly explained by the decline in the parliamentary representation 
of the political left and the break-down of Israeli society by sectarian lines. Regardless, these 
NGOs have become a crucial part of in the discussion on the future of the conflict and their role in 
Israeli society is substantial.48  
 These NGOs are either frowned upon or perceived as suspicious and untrustworthy in the 
eyes of many Israelis, including the states’ current government. Some suspect the proliferation of 
NGOs attests to growing foreign states’ interference in domestic politics, as many of these NGOs 
are heavily funded by foreign governments. Others claim that such NGOs actions constitute 
illegitimate, blatant and biased interference with Israeli policies.49  
The current situation brings about the de-legitimation and scorning in Israel of human 
rights NGOs, marked as proxies of foreign governments and interests.50 Once such an NGO is 
construed in the public eye as not being “one of us” the personal affiliation, history and even 
statements of its members are swept under the rug and replaced by an overall negative image. The 
                                                 
47 Vladimir Putin, Speech and the Following Discussion at the Munich Conference on Security Policy. 43rd Munich 
Conference on Security Policy. February 10, 2007, Munich, Germany. 
48 Zvika Orr and Daphna Golan, 2014. "Human rights NGOs in Israel: collective memory and denial." The 
International Journal of Human Rights 18, no. 1, 68-93. 
49 Ben-Dror Yemini "NGOs Vs. Israel." Middle East Quarterly 18, no. 2. 2011, 67-71; Gerald M Steinberg, "Soft 
powers play hardball: NGOs wage war against Israel." Israel Affairs 12, no. 4, 2006, 748-768.  
50 Guy Harpaz, "The EU funding of Israeli non-governmental human rights organizations: when EU external 
governance meets a domestic counter-strategy." European Foreign Affairs Review 20, no. 2, 2015, 207-225. 
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sole focus is the NGO’s harm-doing to Israel and its partaking in deteriorating its global position 
via its criticism of it domestically and abroad.51 
 The political right in Israel is mostly against human rights NGOs activism – especially 
insofar as they publicly criticize Israeli policies. The Left, in general, approves and encourages it 
as a manifestation of free society and as a means to combat the government.52 This contributes to 
existing biases in perceptions in Israel, such as the portrayal of the Right as more Zionist and 
security-minded, and the left as unpatriotic or naïvely dovish. International bodies that take a 
stance on these issues, such as the UN Human Rights Council or the European Union are disliked 
and often labelled anti-Zionist or even anti-Semitic.53 
 A key issue arising from the internal conflict regarding the place and justified scope of 
NGOs influence is the criticism of what is widely perceived as a silencing of said NGO’s free 
speech and freedom of expression. The eroding of free speech, some fear, could push Israeli 
democracy down a slippery slope towards illiberal democracy.54 All of these claims shall of course 




                                                 
51 Ben-Dror. Yemini,."Industry of Lies: Media, Academia and the Israeli-Arab Conflict”. CreateSpace Independent 
Publishing Platform. 2017 
52 Zvika Orr and Daphna Golan. “Translating Human Rights of the "Enemy": The Case of Israeli NGOs Defending 
Palestinian Rights”, Law & Society Review, Vol. 46, No. 4 (December 2012) 802-803. 
53 Benjamin Gidron, Hagai Katz, Hadara Bar-Mor, Yossi Katan, Joseph Katan, Ilana Silber, and Motti Telias. 2003. 
"Through a New Lens: The Third Sector and Israeli Society." Israel Studies 8, no. 1, 20-59. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30245606  
54 Tamar Hermann, Nir Atmor, Ella Heller and Yuval Lebel, The Israeli Democracy Index. Israel Democracy 
Institute, 2012, 18-19. https://en.idi.org.il/media/5645/index2012eng.pdf; “A Red Alert for Israeli Democracy”, 
Israeli Democracy Institute, 2014. https://en.idi.org.il/articles/625.  
55 Sarah Yerkes, “What NGOs think about Israel matters.” Washington: Brookings Institution Press; Dov Waxman, 
"Is Israeli Democracy in Danger?" Current History 115, no. 785, 2016, 360-362.  
 21 
Part II. The Uniqueness of “Breaking the Silence” 
1. What, why and who are “Breaking the Silence”? 
BtS is a Zionist NGO established in March 2004 with the goal of bringing about the end of 
Israeli occupation in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. It is one of many civil society, human 
rights and other left-wing NGOs in Israel. Others include, for example, “Peace Now”, “Women 
wage Peace”, “Darkenu” (formerly “V-15”), “Bet’selem” and more. There are also several mostly-
Arab NGOs such as Adala or Itach-Ma’aqi, perceived as less problematic for the government 
because of their minority nature. 
BtS was founded by a group of ex-IDF combat-veterans and its activity centers around 
their account of the time they spent in the occupied territories, i.e the West Bank and, occasionally, 
the Gaza Strip.56 Through collecting and publishing testimonies and accounts of soldiers’ 
experiences while stationed there, BtS strives to expose and make accessible to the public 
information about the daily reality of the occupation and Israeli government policies that sustain 
it. This, so as to create public discussion about the occupation and bring about Israel’s ending it.57 
This in itself is a unique build and modus operandi - one repeatedly portrayed by the Israeli Right 
as an immoral and illegitimate exploit of the IDF for advancing political goals (see Appendices 1-
2).58  
The ideological construct applied by BtS assumes that most Jewish Israelis do not know or 
care enough about the occupation’s daily routine and the way it reflects on them. In this context it 
                                                 
56 Ever since Israel withdrew from Gaza (2005), testimonies that refer to IDF activity there pertain solely to 
particular operations carried out by Israel in it – such as operation “Protective Edge” from 2014 (AKA the Gaza War 
of 2014). Thus, such testimonies are quite different from accounts of daily lives in the West Bank. 
57 See more: Breaking the Silence’s Website: http://www.breakingthesilence.org.il/about/organization  
58 Ibid, 5. 
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is crucial to emphasize that while IDF service is mandatory in Israel, many Israelis have never 
been to the occupied territories, nor do they somehow interact with it or its Palestinian population 
in any way. 59  
The general Jewish-Israeli public tends to shy away from the occupation, its rationale, its 
internal logic and above all, its to-dos with regards to Palestinians’ daily lives.60 Instead of an 
ethical or political matter, the occupation is viewed by many Israelis as a part of the state’s general 
security challenges when interacting with the Arab and Muslim world.61 This, similarly to the 
Iranian nuclear threat, Hamas in Gaza, Hezbollah in Lebanon etc.62 BtS criticizes this perception, 
claiming that the occupation is an issue in and of its own, with catastrophic ramifications not only 
for Palestinians’ human rights but also for the men and women who partake in sustaining it, whose 
sense of morality, ethics and conscience are all severely eroded. 
 BtS suggests that to create ripe conditions for ending the occupation, the Israeli public must 
be more informed and educated about it. The IDF occupies an “exalted place” in Israeli society, 
owing to “Israel’s system of mandatory conscription, [which] makes it one of the only institutions 
that brings together young people from across ethnic, socio-economic and religious lines”. This 
means that the best way to get public attention for discussion of the occupation is to put forth IDF 
                                                 
59 Israeli Defense Service Law, 1986; IDF service is not mandatory for religious orthodox Jews or Arab-Israeli men 
who are largely excused. To this end, the term “Arab-Israeli” is used here to differentiate between Palestinians who 
live in sovereign Israel and those who live under the occupation in the West Bank or Gaza. This does not reflect, 
however, a general consensus on the definition of these people’s nationality nor does it reflect the author’s opinion. 
It should also be noted that most soldiers are not combat soldiers but rather serve in back office, intelligence or other 
roles. 
60 There are of course exceptions to this claim within Israeli society. Such are settlers who reside in the West Bank 
and of course, Israelis who have spent part of their IDF service there or work as activists for either the Left or Right 
in these territories.  
61 Others, mostly the settlers and those who advocate settling, see it as fulfilling a biblical promise of the entire holy 
land. Others still, view it as a crime or as damaging to Israel.  
62 Shlomo Svirsky, “The Occupation is more comfortable in the Start-Up nation”, July 24, 2017, Ynet. 
http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4993549,00.html  
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veterans and have them criticize the government, the occupation and its repercussions on the ethics 
and morals of those who serve it, whilst simultaneously stressing a separation between criticism 
of the government and of the IDF.63 In this manner, the men and women who had previously served 
in defense of Israel, who fought in its wars and maintained the occupation themselves – now share 
the personal accounts of their time serving the occupation, including not only the good but also 
the bad and the ugly. BtS’ CEO, Avner Gvaryahu stated in an interview with me that the majority 
of testimonies aren’t sensational but rather reflect: 
“the boring, repetitive, mundane nature of daily life in checkpoints, random arrests etc. 
Events that no one suggests didn’t happen – but are rather accepted as being in the core of 
the military system […] If you want to get to the bottom of things, you mustn’t look at 
extreme cases but at the common, ordinary things that are inherently wrong, as they point 
to the systematic nature of the problem”.64  
 By utilizing their memories, these veterans offer a glimpse not only at the price they 
themselves had to pay, but also a lucid look at Israel’s policies, the IDF and the occupation as a 
whole.65 Through testimonies, BtS strives to demonstrate the complexity of the occupation and the 
ever-widening gap between public opinion and perception of the occupation and the harsh reality 
in which it exists. In a country where one of the most well-known slogans is “the people build the 
military, then the military who builds the people”, where the military even has an education corps, 
this is understandable strategy.66 
                                                 
63 Greg Calstrom, How long Will Israel Survive? The Threat from Within (Oxford University Press, New York, 
2017) 158.  
64 Avner Gvaryahu (CEO of “Breaking the Silence”) in an interview with the author, July 2018. 
65 Shavit Katriel, “Between Moral Activism and Archival Memory: The Testimonial Project of ‘Breaking the Silence’”, 
2011, 78, In: Neiger M., Meyers O., Zandberg E. (eds) On Media Memory. Palgrave Macmillan Memory Studies. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London 
66 IDF Human Resources Department Motto 
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 BtS focuses its criticism primarily on what the continuation of the occupation does to the 
soldiers entrusted with enforcing it. It does not, however, claim or criticize “bad” or “immoral” 
soldiers. Instead, it points a spotlight to the nature of the occupation, the immoral and techniques 
it utilizes and the ways in which it forces moral people to commit immoral acts. In other words, 
BtS aim to show how the very nature of an occupation necessarily leads to ethical problems, as it 
is inherently wrong:  
“We endeavor to stimulate public debate about the price paid for a reality in which 
young soldiers face a civilian population on a daily basis, and are engaged in the control of that 
population’s everyday life. Our work aims to bring an end to the occupation.”67 
 
2. How Does “Breaking the Silence” Operate? 
BtS’s operating scheme is comprised of several sequential stages. First, the NGO conducts 
interviews with IDF veterans who volunteer, usually anonymously, to speak with the organization 
about the time they spent serving in the IDF as part of the mechanism of the occupation. These are 
then organized into recorded and written testimonies, gathered and published in Hebrew and 
English.68 Some testimonies are read in public events by activists, writers and MK’s or are 
uploaded to social media.69  
The nature of the testimonies varies. BtS defines all testimonies as being one of three kinds: 
1) Testimonies pertaining to violence, humiliation and other blatant uses of brute force against 
Palestinians despite orders to the contrary. These testimonies are, per BtS, an unavoidable by-
                                                 
67 Ibid, 13. 
68 Breaking the Silence, “Testimonial Booklets 1-2, February 2004; Breaking the Silence, Soldiers Testimonies from 
Hebron 2005-2007”; Breaking the Silence, “Soldiers Talk About Operation Cast Lead, 2009” 
69 Ibid, 13. “Events”.  
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product of the occupation, even if IDF commanders try to prevent them. What the Israeli 
government dismisses as “rotten fruits” then, are really a phenomenon integral to the system.  
2) Testimonies pertaining to violence, humiliation and other blatant uses of brute force against 
Palestinians due to direct orders that violate Israeli, IDF or international law. This refers, for 
instance, to the use of local Palestinians as human shield or use of phosphorus fire. These are 
cases where the gap between the principals of the IDF and direct or indirect actions on the 
ground indicate commanders’ ignoring or not knowing enough about them. 
3)  Mainstream, daily and well-known actions and behaviors undertaken by the IDF as part of the 
routine of the occupation. These testimonies, as mentioned above, not only constitute the vast 
majority of testimonies but also the most interesting ones. Most importantly, as Gvaryahu 
notes, these testimonies point to the general consensus of what is perceived as good, or at least 
a necessary evil practice to maintain the occupation. In other words, this is all legal, thus it is 
the best indicator of how inherently flawed the notion of prolonged military control by one 
people over another is. Examples include entry and exit from locals’ homes at random, mass 
arrests, random holding up of Palestinians at checkpoints and more.70  
Following this, BtS organizes lectures, meetings and public events in Israel and abroad 
where they discuss these testimonies and the conclusions that arise from them.71 BtS also organizes 
lectures in schools and other educational institutions, where representatives of the NGO speak to 
high-school students (i.e would-be soldiers), about the occupation. The Pièce De Résistance of 
BtS’ activity, however, are guided tours i in the West Bank, also held in both Hebrew and English. 
The most well-known tour of this nature is performed in the Palestinian city of Hebron, where 
                                                 
70 Ibid, 60. 
71 Breaking the Silence, “No to Closing Our Eyes”, YouTube. July 17, 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=ib-_JUQo5q4 ; Soldiers Testimonies from Operation 
Protective Edge, YouTube, May 12, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4DWxxiuIqUw  
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some 500 Jewish live alongside 160,000 Palestinians – with the IDF separating them via 
checkpoints, barriers and walls.72 These tours – always controversial and prone to conflict with 
local settlers and other Right-wing groups - have garnered more attention after a group of 
Birthright participants decided to leave their trip abruptly and join BtS’ tour of Hebron instead, as 
part of a new campaign titled “Birthright: not just a free trip”.73  
The testimonies collected by BtS –over a 1000 thus far – are almost always, as mentioned, 
anonymous. This is due to the potential harm to career advancement and even social life that the 
revealing of anyone’s name who testified may cause. All testimonies are fact-checked with 
additional eye-witnesses or the archives of human rights organizations (such as Be’tselem). 
Everyone who testifies for BtS is aware of the NGO’s agenda and activities prior to doing so. 
Before publishing any testimony and upon completion of fact-checking, it is inspected by the IDF’s 





                                                 
72 Hebron was chosen as the main site of BtS activity in the West Bank for a number of reasons, the main ones 
being: (1) It is the only Palestinian city in the West Bank where settlers moved into the heart of Palestinian 
population, thus forcing locals out. (2) It is a focal point of the conflict, where many of BtS’ heads spent significant 
parts of their IDF service, (3) It is the most eventful city in the West Bank in terms of daily friction between 
Palestinians and settlers. 
73 “Not Just a Free Trip”. If Not Now, 2018. https://www.notjustafreetrip.com/; For the removal of any doubt, 
Birthright itself does not take participants to Hebron nor does it encourage them to go alone. 
74 Itamar Eichner, “Netanyahu: Breaking the Silence have crossed a Red Line”, Ynet, March 3, 2016. 
http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4780052,00.html; Gili Cohen, “Breaking the Silence: “We warn witnesses 
from revealing classified IDF information before every testimony”, Ha’aretz, March 20, 2016. 
https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/politics/.premium-1.2887941 ;  
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3. Why does the Israeli Government single “Breaking the Silence” out among Human 
Rights NGOs?  
 The following part of the research shall try to provide insights regarding BtS and its status, 
the combination of which can bring about an account of why Israel’s Right-wing is so invested in 
singling out and taking down an organization it frequently refers to as fringe or irrelevant. 
Critics of BtS usually take one of three partly-overlapping forms. The first form of criticism is 
that of Right-wing ideologues or supporters. Proponents of this group generally view the NGO’s 
actions as unhelpful, harmful to the public’s morale and even down-right treasonous, as it weakens 
IDF soldiers’ belief in the necessity and importance of their role. Many of those who belong to 
this group are actively trying to discredit BtS’ testimonies and publications as a means to combat 
the NGO.  
The second mainly consists of pro-IDF and pro-government activists (many of whom refuse, 
however, to officially identify as such) who blame BtS for “airing [Israel’s] dirty laundry”. In other 
words, while they usually take issue with the very content of BtS’ events, publications or tours, 
people who belong to this group mainly criticize BtS for discussing such things outside of Israel. 
They take offense to the notion that any solution to the conflict can be promoted via the premise 
of international pressure, induced in turn by stories of the occupation’s ailments.  
The third form focuses its efforts on the financial aspects of BtS’ operation. It suggests the fact 
BtS is heavily funded by foreign entities, especially governments, is a sign as to where their 
allegiance lay. This in many ways overlaps, as mentioned, with others’ claims that BtS are 
effectively working against Israel and the IDF, rather than the occupation and the government. 
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When combined, these criticisms evidently go beyond simply disagreeing with BtS or its endeavor. 
Rather, they disagree with the very legitimacy of such an NGO to exist or at the very least, speak.  
The fact that BtS is an IDF veterans NGO means that most of its’ employees and all of the men 
and women that provided their testimonies to it, have themselves served the occupation in some 
way. The inherent value for the NGO lies in the fact that its account of the situation in the occupied 
territories and its stance on Israeli policies therein relies on an almost undisputable source. So, the 
scope of BtS’ actual influence, small though it may be, is less important than the challenge it 
creates to traditional perceptions of the IDF and its actions.75  
In reply to this challenge, proponents of the first group who have set their sights on discrediting 
BtS due to what they view as a harmful influence on its part against Israeli society and particularly 
Israeli soldiers, have established several NGOs in recent years. Such are “Ha’emet Sheli” (“My 
Truth”, founded May 2015) “Ad Kan” (“Up to Here”, founded September 2015) and “Milumnikim 
Ba’hazit” (“Reserve Soldiers in the Frontlines”, founded December 2015). While there are slight 
differences in the build, motives and political agendas behind these NGOs, their founding had 
much to do with a common desire to shine a more flattering light on the IDF and the the occupation, 
as opposed to BtS. On one hand then, these NGO’s work to portray a better, more moral image of 
the occupation. On the other hand, they invest resources into discrediting any person or NGO that 
claims otherwise – with BtS naturally at the heart of this endeavor.76 According to “Ha’emet Sheli” 
CEO, Mr. Matan Katzman, in an interview with me, his NGO was founded initially to provide 
“Hasbara” for IDF soldiers after operation “Pillar of Defense” in Gaza, 2014 (also known as the 
                                                 
75 Yagil Levi, “Internal Outside-Establishment monitoring in the IDF”, Politika: The Israeli Journal of Political 
Science & International Relations, Leonard Davis Institute for International Relations, 2015, 112-113 
76 “The NGO Wars”, Meet the Press. December 19, 2015. 
https://www.facebook.com/MeetThePressIL/videos/1201692853178407/  
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Gaza war of 2014).77 Katzman suggested his NGO “does not support or criticize what goes on in 
Judea and Samaria (The West Bank) or Gaza – we focus on providing IDF soldiers with legitimacy 
regardless of politics.”78  
During my interview with “Milumnikim Ba’hazit“’s CEO, Mr. Amit Deri, he chose much 
stronger language. Per Mr. Deri, his NGO was founded to “expose the anti-Semitic motives of 
radical Left-wing NGO’s, empower pro-Israeli communities and Advocate on behalf of Israel, 
mainly abroad.” Deri objects to BtS’ definition as a human rights NGO, stating instead that it is 
simply an anti-Israeli, anti-Zionist, even anti-Semitic NGO which uses human rights as a tagline 
to cover up its actual goals.79 BtS itself, in this regard, state that indeed they are “not a classic 
human rights NGO […] because of how we work and what we focus on, which is how Israel acts 
- rather than Palestinians rights or the best practices necessary to defend [them].”80 
It is key to understand that despite Mr. Deri’s statements, BtS’ published testimonies are – as 
mentioned above - generally regarded as very reliable. In fact, to date there is not a single recorded 
case of a testimony being rebuked, retracted or explicitly proven false, though some are debated. 
This fact, alongside the so-called “damage” these testimonies generate, has prompted Right-wing 
activists to attack the NGO as a whole rather than focus on specific testimonies, to undermine its 
overall credibility. There have been at least three documented cases of right-wing activists trying 
to deceive BtS into accepting fabricated testimonies.81 The first case, from January 2016, included 
an ex-special forces soldier who infiltrated the NGO, gave false testimony and even recorded 
                                                 
77 Hasbabra (“explaining”) is a Hebrew word usually used to describe the government’s efforts to fight Israel’s 
deteriorating the state’s perception in global diplomatic frameworks or media 
78 Matan Katzman (CEO of “Ha’emet Sheli”) in an interview with the author, July 2018. 
79 Amit Deri (CEO of “Milumnikim Ba’hazit”) in an interview with the author, July 2018. 
80 iBID, 60. 
81 Interestingly, this means that activists who oppose BtS’ work consciously chose to lie, even blatantly so, in order 
to prove BtS does – thinking the final tally will justify their means.  
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meetings before being exposed..82 The second case, exposed a mere month after the first, involves 
an “Ad Kan” activist who provided BtS with a mix of classified and fabricated information, only 
to find that BtS refused to publish it due to not being able to verify it and suspecting parts were 
indeed classified.83 The third and most notorious case was instigated by a current MK, Oren Hazan 
of the ruling Likud party, who tried, under a false name, to provide BtS with a completely 
fabricated testimony regarding his alleged time as a combatant in Gaza in 2014. BtS refused to 
publish his testimony as their research indicated the name Hazan gave as his own did not exist - 
and such a soldier never fought for the IDF, in Gaza or elsewhere. Hazan later took pride in his 
actions (see Appendix 3).84 Another incident pertaining to the tense debate regarding the validity 
and truthfulness in BtS’ testimonies revolved around the testimony of the NGO’s CEO, Avner 
Gvaryahu. The latter testified before the UN Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights 
of the Palestinian People (CEIRPP), where he elaborated about instances where IDF soldiers’ 
pillaged Palestinians or entered their homes to watch soccer games.85 Gvaryahu’s testimony was 
claimed false and exaggerated by a group of “My Truth” activists who claimed to have served with 
him, in a Facebook post from 2016 that was liked and shared hundreds of times over. Their claim 
was hat Gvaryahu displayed a biased and one-sided view, which creates a false image of Israel and 
inspires hatred to it, without truly helping to improve the IDF .86  
                                                 
82 Shabtai Bendt, “Breaking the Silence Exposed a Right-wing activist that infiltrated its ranks.” Walla! News, 
January 11, 2016. https://news.walla.co.il/item/2923895  
83 Shabtai Bendt, “An undercover Right-wing NGO’s activist tried to get breaking the silence to publish a false 
testimony.” Walla! News. February 24, 2016. https://news.walla.co.il/item/2938082  
84 Raviv Druker, “MK Oren Hazan tried to sell Breaking the silence atrocious, fabricated stories about the IDF.” 
Channel 10 News online. March 18, 2015. http://news.nana10.co.il/Article/?ArticleID=1118620 
85 “Our Harsh Logic – Presentation of the Book”, October 21, 2013. http://webtv.un.org/meetings-events/general-
assembly/general-debate/71st-session-%5Ball-languages%5D/watch/our-harsh-logic-presentation-of-the-
book/2761395047001?page=59  
86 https://www.facebook.com/Israel.MyTruth/posts/1587493011489953, January 14, 2016.  
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Another recent example to the signaling out of BtS is the Dean Isascharof debacle. Mr. 
Isasscharof, BtS’ spokesperson, testified that in an incident that while stationed in Hebron in 2014, 
he resorted to kicking and kneeing a Palestinian who resisted arrest, per his Company 
commander’s order to ‘do whatever it takes’.87 After a some soldiers who served under 
Isasscharof’s command disputed this, Minister of Justice, Mrs. Shaked supposedly ordered the 
state’s attorney’s office to investigate the matter.88 BtS and its backers however suggested that this 
was a political investigation, where they cannot win: if Isasscharof was telling the truth, they 
claimed, the state would unprecedentedly penalize him for exposing his actions as a Lieutenant in 
service of the occupation, thus creating a chilling effect towards BtS’s entire operation. If 
Isasscharof was lying, he and the entire NGO would be labeled liars and the state could again 
acquit itself from immoral and unethical actions on behalf of the occupation. After several months 
of investigation, the attorney’s office decreed Isasscharof did not commit the assault.89 However, 
it later transpired that the Palestinian man Isasscharof had hit was not in fact the questioned at all.90  
This case demonstrates the why the government sees BtS’ operation as undercutting its 
own. To prove the NGO right would be to admit wrongdoing and its cover-up in justification of 
the occupation. To prove it wrong would be to question thousands of ex-combatants and to 
undermine the foundations of the IDF’s tactics and daily operations as well as the unique status it 
                                                 
87 Isasscharof describes the incident, in Hebrew, at a rally. YouTube, 2017. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=69aKQtDMRYY  
88 Revital Hovel, “Shaked to the State’s Attorney: Investigate BtS activist who claimed he needlessly struck a 
Palestinian”, Ha’aretz, June 7 2017. https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/law/1.4156816 ; this was never officially 
confirmed, as it is not Shaked’s prerogative. 
89 Revital Hovel, “State’s Attorney closes the case against BtS Spokesperson suspected of striking down a 
Palestinian”, Ha’aretz, November 20, 2017. https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/law/.premium-1.4607466  
90 Yani Kovovich, “BtS Spokesperson suspected of Assault: They’ve got the Wrong Man.” Ha’aretz, November 18, 
2017. https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/law/.premium-1.4608723; It should be noted in this regard that it was quite 
unusual, if not unprecedented, for the state’s attorney to prefer a Palestinian’s testimony to that of an IDF veteran 
and officer in the first place – another issue that sparked criticism. 
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has in Israeli society. Indeed, it seems absurd BtS was trying to prove Isasscharof did commit a 
crime and the state was trying to prove otherwise.91 This, in an effort to clear the IDF of further 
questioning of its upholding the code of ethics and specifically, the value of “Purity of Arms”. 
(See Appendix 4).92  
A “salient and deeply-rooted conception in Israeli society [is] the need to avoid ‘airing 
dirty laundry in public’, referring in this context international arenas.” 93 Put plainly, Israeli society 
perceives reporting and discussing of the state’s wrongdoing to international bodies or 
governments as unacceptable. This is the second point of criticism against  BtS: its actions are 
often depicted as infringing on Israeli image, so much so that some believe they constitute an act 
of defamation and besmirching, even betrayal. The main claim in this respect is therefore that BtS 
should focus its actions inside Israel instead of trying to stimulate global disapproval of it – which 
would also prove the NGO’s goal is indeed to “fix”, not harm Israel.  
To support this claim, Right-wing bodies refer to several instances where BtS activity has 
allegedly fueled staunch, sometimes anti-Semitic criticism of Israel. One such instance includes a 
report by Turkish news agency “Anadolu”, later cited by PA president Abbas in a speech before 
                                                 
91 Meet the Press, BtS CEO Avner Gvaryahu and Deputy minister of Foreign Affairs Mrs. Zipi Hotoveli 
https://www.facebook.com/avner.gvaryahu/videos/10155282390819436/; In the wake of the Isascharof investigation 
a new law has been proposed and already approved by preliminary vote. This law enables soldiers to sue on behalf 
of their former IDF unit, anyone who they feel is defaming or harming its reputation. The law, nicknamed 
“Isascharof Law”, was originally put forward several years ago but was never voted on. The recent controversy 
allowed MK Kish (see hereunder) to re-submit it as a solution to the obstacles put forth by "The Prohibition of 
Slander Law” of 1965 which does not allow one to sue on behalf of a group of people against another group as in 
this instance. This law will likely move past early legislative stages, though it hasn’t been brought to the Knesset 
floor ever since passing preliminary voting. 
92 It is important to note that this key value is considered the main reason why the IDF was willing to withstand 
consistent and aggressive criticism from the right and extreme-right in Israel when placing another soldier, private 
Elor Azaria, on trial after he was caught on camera shooting and killing a Palestinian terrorist who was apprehended 
some 11 minutes prior, despite the latter being cuffed and laying on the ground. Azaria himself served less than a 
year in IDF prison for manslaughter, and received a hero’s welcome by right-wing activists upon release and return 
to his hometown of Ramle.92 
93 Ibid, 51. 
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the EU parliament in June 2016, that cited BtS founding member Yehuda Shaul’s so-called 
controversial statement that “a rabbi call[ed] to poison West Bank water”. Another one includes 
the report of the UN Commission of Inquiry (COI) on the 2014 Gaza War, which quotes from BtS 
testimonies and was later used by Hamas to demonstrate its claim of war crimes perpetrated by 
Israel.94  
In a series of lectures and articles (in Israel and abroad), longtime anti-BDS crusader Mr. 
Ben Dror Yemini has described BtS as “useful idiots in the service of BDS”. The reason for this, 
he says, is that BtS contributes, grants legitimacy and consolidates the international BDS 
movement, which advocates the boycotting, divesting and sanctioning of Israel. This, he says, 
stems from two main issues: (1) Many members of BtS’ activist core (as well its board), are pro-
BDS, thus aligning the NGO with the movement by association; (2) BtS’ actions strengthen BDS’ 
claims that Israel is an apartheid state, in that they showcase an unflattering, biased and highly, 
even unfairly critical view of Israel. To add insult to injury, per Yemini, BDS in itself is not just 
an anti-occupation or even anti-Israeli movement but rather an anti-Semitic one, meaning BtS – 
which describes itself as a Zionist, patriotic NGO, is actually aiding the enemies of the Jewish 
people and state.95 
                                                 
94 United Nations Human Rights Council, Report of the independent commission of inquiry established pursuant to 
Human Rights Council resolution S-21/1, June 24, 2015. 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/CoIGazaConflict/Pages/ReportCoIGaza.aspx#report; It was later 
reported that the entire claim was made up – a rabbi by the name mentioned in it (“Shlmo Melamed”) does not exist, 
no water was found to be contaminated, and BtS spokesperson clarified in a statement to the “Jerusalem Post” that 
such a claim or anything similar to it was ever made by Mr. Shaul. See more here: 
http://www.palwatch.org.il/main.aspx?fi=1101&fld_id=1101&doc_id=18217 (6.20.2016) 
95 Yemini, Ben Dror, in an interview with the author, July 2018. 
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While BtS claims that the main part of its operation does indeed focus on Israeli society, 
there’s no denying a great deal of effort is put into working overseas.96 This is emboldened by 
former CEO Ms. Yuli Novak’s statement that “the occupation is not Israel’s internal business”.97  
The fact that the bulk of BtS’ funding comes from foreign governments and organizations 
also contributes to the criticism of it.98 With a total income of USD 7.4 million and total 
expenditure of USD 5.7 million in 2016, BtS is one of the most financially sound NGOs in Israeli 
society. Between 2012 and 2018, the NGO received NIS 15,228,874 in donations from foreign 
governmental bodies. It also received funding from many foreign organizations, including Human 
Rights and International Humanitarian Law Secretariat (USD 605,000; joint funding from Sweden, 
Switzerland, Denmark and the Netherlands), The Rockefeller Brothers Fund, The Open Society 
Institute, The New Israel Fund and others. Between 2012 and 2016, 59.9% of the NGO’s total 
donations were received from foreign countries.  
The amount of funds BtS receives from non-Israeli sources (either Jewish or not) attracts 
a great deal of controversy. It enables many critiques to label it a non-patriotic NGO that is a proxy 
of foreign entities, all of which hold great stakes in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and an interest 
in promoting a peace accord therein – whether political, financial or other.  
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BtS does not shy away from receiving such funding, either. According to Mr. Gvaryahu, 
“There are [foreign] donations, sure – but it has more to do with the structural issues than anything 
else.”99 In this context, it should be noted that indeed many NGOs in Israel, including many on the 
Right, receive foreign donations – including, for instance, “Im Tirzu” – perhaps the most well-
known, hard Right-Wing NGO, which has in the past received several donations from 
Organizations such as Christians United For Israel (CUFI), the largest pro-Israel organization in 
the United States, which operates under the leadership of John Hagee.100 
The criticism of BtS does not focus necessarily on such funds being foreign-sourced, but 
rather in that a significant portion of donors are state-entities, rather than private ones. According 
to Mr. Deri:  
“The difference between a state and a private donor lies in the fabric of interests that a 
foreign entity holds. If I were an American, I would act according to the American interest [not 
the Israeli one] … I do think pro-Israeli money, too, shouldn’t come from questionable funds and 
the like – but there is a big difference still between that and foreign entity money. Let’s face it: 
Western European interests are not Israeli interests.”101 
“Zionist Union” MK Stav Shaffir differs. Per Ms. Shaffir, “supervision placed on donations 
from foreign state entities is much greater than that placed on private donations. Such states have 
                                                 
99 Mr. Gvaryahu's comment pertains to the relatively small amount of capital flow in the Israeli NGO scene which 
stems from both the Israeli economy’s relative small size and the legal limitations on income and expenditure for 
non-profit goals. 
100 on September 2, 2013, an Israeli district court determined “Im Tirzu” has similar characteristics to those of 
Fascist movements in 1930’s Europe. The NGO appealed to this Supreme Court, and a settlement was reached 
before a final verdict was given. See more: 42868-05-10 Im Tirzu v. Roei Yellin, Jerusalem District Court, 
September 2013  
101 Ibid, 76. 
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internal supervision mechanism, the procedure is transparent and everything is examined.”102 In 
this respect, like Gvaryahu, Shaffir stresses that the focus on the source of donations reflects an 
attempt by the political Right in Israel to delegitimize NGOs such as BtS and portray them as 
alienated from Israeli interest. However, Shaffir does criticize BtS’ reliance on such funds: “I 
would prefer to see more Israeli money involved here.”103 
When juxtaposed with another Zionist left-wing NGO in the shape of long-standing “Peace 
Now”, the above can serve to understand not only the intricacies of BtS but specifically why, as 
the title of this part asks, is it singled out.  
Peace Now (“PN”) is one of the oldest and most well-known left-wing NGO’s in Israeli 
history. Established in 1978, also by IDF veterans, the NGO has been at the forefront of Israel’s 
left-wing activism, with several of its CEO’s along the years even running for Knesset (Yariv 
Oppenheimer ran in the Labor party primary; Avi Buskila, his successor, ran for chair of 
“Meretz”).  It does not share BtS’ reliance on veterans’ recollection of their service however, but 
focuses on advocating a civiv-oriented calling for Israel to end the occupation and enter in to 
negotiations with the Palestinians. Thus, while the NGO’s goals are similar, BtS’ ways of operating 
are unprecedented whereas PN’s are conventional. 
With regards to the NGO’s goal, it is quite similar to BtS in that it’s a Zionist NGO that 
aspires to promote an ending of the occupation. PN are actually more blatant in stating their call 
                                                 
102 Shaffir, Stav, (MK for the Zionist Union), interview with the author, July 2018. 
103 Ever since her emergence in Israeli politics in 2011, roughly 99% percent of Ms. Shaffir’s primary donations 
came from small, private Israeli donors. In 2015, Shaffir raised NIS 195,683 (over USD 50,000) from 1,111 private 
donors. See more: https://www.calcalist.co.il/local/articles/0,7340,L-3649335,00.html; in her statement here, 
however, she is also referring to the vast amount of private foreign capital invested in Right-wing NGOs causes, 
despite the fact that these NGOs tend to be the most vocal critics of BtS’ financial model.  
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for the establishment of a Palestinian state, which BtS does not do, though Gvaryahu did state as 
much in his interview with me.104 PN does operate outside of Israel, too. It doesn’t do so as 
extensively as BtS However: many of its publications, such as “Settlements Watch” which 
documents the construction of new settlements in the West Bank, as well as many of its tours in 
the region are done in English and interacts in large part with foreign policy makers or 
celebrities.105 In terms of finance, PN also relies quite heavily on foreign funding.106 In 2008 and 
2009, for instance, The NGO has received funding amounting to NIS 935,622 (roughly USD 
252,000) and a further NIS 844,000 (USD 235,000) from Norway, NIS 545,751 (roughly USD 
152,000) and another NIS 731,00 (USD 203,000)  from the UK, as well as hundreds of thousands 
of NIS from other foreign state entities like Germany and Belgium.107  
With the similarities in the NGO’s public goals, reliance on foreign funding and activism 
abroad being as it is – one might question why BtS is still singled out. In this vein, the answer 
stems from the issues discussed above. Firstly, from the NGO’s unique modus of operandi, which 
aims to reveal the truth about what goes on in the West Bank rather than to warn of the dangers of 
a one-state solution with full rights for all. Secondly, the ways in which NGO’s use their power 
outside: while BtS CEO attends UN sessions and speaks out against Israel there, NGO’s like PN 
operate on the ground in Israel, and even when it creates English content, it prefers having donors 
and others come to Israel than testify before international bodies. It also deals almost exclusively 
with what Israel does in the West Bank (namely building settlements and disrupting potential 
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future withdrawal) rather than the influence of its actions on the local population or the occupying 
power. In this particular difference, I believe, a crucial reason for BtS’ scorning is unfolded. 
PN stresses the need for keeping Israel a Jewish state, with the best way to do so being 
ridding it of control over the West Bank, lest Palestinians demand full citizenship and absorption 
into Israel as a binational, single state rather than independence, thus “taking over” Israel from 
within democratically. BtS, on the other hand, does not focus on the so-called danger of having to 
bestow citizenship, human or voting rights unto Palestinians, but rather emphasizes the pain and 
suffering caused to them at the behest of the occupation. Thus, while it isn’t a “typical” human 
rights NGO, it is still inaccurately perceived as caring more about Palestinians than Israelis. It is 
not surprising that both right-wing CEO’s interviewed, as well as Mr. Yemini, were adamant in 
their differentiating between PN, categorized as Zionist and mainstream, even respectable – and 
BtS, deemed an Anti-Israeli, enemy-aiding NGO with anti-Semitic undertones.108  
 An ideologically motivated, Zionist NGO, BtS acts out of a strong commitment to changing 
life in Israel by raising awareness to and bringing about the end of the occupation. it uses 
trailblazing tactics that involve a deep, complex penetration into taboo issues of Israeli society in 
a way no other NGO has done before. On top of all of this, the NGO has long since proven it is 
effective, reliable and nearly impossible to disqualify on factual grounds. It is shamelessly Zionist 
but critical of contemporary Right-wing interpretations of Zionism. It is comprised of Israeli, 
Jewish men and women who challenge the authority of mainstream Zionist axioms from a new 
perspective. And the people behind it belong to what is still today considered an elite class of 
Israeli society: combat soldiers and officers. What’s more, it focuses not just on Israeli fear of the 
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destruction of the Jewish majority, but the moral fiber of its democratic nature, the influences it 
has on the Palestinian people and the Israeli people as well. Thus, the challenge that BtS puts forth 
is almost unparalleled.  
 
Part III. Government Legislative Actions Against “Breaking the Silence”  
1. An overview of the Israeli Legislative Procedure 
 To better understand the ways in which the legislative process in Israel works and 
influences public opinion regardless, I shall first provide an overview of the procedure itself. 
Legislation in Israel can be promoted in one of three ways: (1) Initiation by the ruling government; 
(2) Initiation by the opposition; (3) Private members’ bills. It should be emphasized that a law 
initiated by the government has a much greater chance of passing than a law initiated by the 
opposition or by a specific MK, because the government usually holds a majority in the Knesset, 
due to Israel’s parliamentary system. However, private bills may be turned into government bills. 
 To become law, each bill needs to be approved on three different readings (private bills 
also need to be approved in a preliminary reading). Upon being approved in a first reading by the 
Knesset, a bill is discussed in the designated Knesset committee. The committee decides whether 
to prepare it for the second and third reading, or to remove it from the agenda. To do so, it may 
invite relevant government officials and others to the discussions, which are official meetings, 
recorded and uploaded to the Knesset’s website as well as saved in its archives.  
After preparing a bill for the first reading, the committee transfers it to the Secretary 
General of the Knesset to be published in the Official Gazette of Bills and placed on the Knesset’s 
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Table. The bill is then voted upon in a second reading, wherein any reservations are also voted on. 
After being approved in the second reading the bill is promoted to a third reading (unless the 
initiator retracts it), after which, if it is approved, it officially becomes part of Israeli law. 109  
Some laws have a great influence on previous legislation: this can happen when a law is 
introduced that changes another law indirectly, or when an amendment is introduced that aims 
directly and specifically to change existing legislation.110  
 
2. The Amendment to the Mandatory Disclosure of Funds Received from a Foreign 
State Entity Law (2016)  
Dubbed “The Transparency Law” or “The NGO Law”, this law was first introduced as a 
private bill on January 2016.111 It received government sponsorship soon thereafter and was re-
introduced as a government bill, and later approved in all readings - officially becoming law on 
July 19, 2016.112  
The 2011 law that the amendment sought to amend (enacted by a right-wing government), 
originally mandated all NGOs who receive financial support from a governmental entity outside 
of Israel (a foreign government, the EU, the UN etc.), be compelled to report to the registrar any 
funds that it received from such foreign state entity, within a certain pre-defined period of time.113 
                                                 
109 “Legislation”, Knesset Online Wbsite, https://www.knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_work_mel2.htm. Note that 
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111 Ibid, 4 
112 Official Gazette of Bills, July 19, 2016,  1054-1056. http://fs.knesset.gov.il//20/law/20_lsr_346561.pdf  
113 The composition of both governments was, in fact, astoundingly similar: Both were comprised of the ruling 
Likud, the Jewish Home, Israel Beytenu, Shas and Ya’hadut Hatora, with the only exception being the Labor party’s 
brief two-year stint as part of the government between March 2009 and January 2011. 
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The report had to include the reasons why these funds were accepted and any obligation the NGO 
has undertaken in exchange.114  
The proposed 2016 amendment was in fact a merger of two similar bills initiated by 
members of different parties from the right-wing coalition. Its official goal was to create more 
transparency in the NGO sector and to make it harder for foreign state entities to influence public 
discourse in Israeli society through providing financial support to NGOs that promote agendas 
befitting them. It was introduced by MK’s from four different coalition-member parties: MK 
Bezalel Smotrich of “the Jewish Home”, 2 MK’s of the “Israel our Home” (“Israel Beytenu”) 
party, 1 MK of the ruling Likud party and one MK of the ultra-Orthodox “Jewry of the Torah” 
(“Yahadut Hatora”) party. As mentioned, the amendment was turned into a government bill 
proposal by the Minister of Justice, Mrs. Ayelet Shaked.115  
The original wording, as put forward by Minister Shaked for approval in the first reading, 
was extraordinarily crude: it called for NGOs report duty to be expanded to all of the relevant 
NGO’s publications, events and acts (with a 10,000 USD fine to be placed on any NGO that failed 
to comply), stipulated that representatives of such NGOs be made to wear special identifying 
badges whenever they attended Knesset meetings and declare their belonging to the NGOs at the 
start of any discussion at the Knesset that they attend. The amendment also decreed extra reporting 
                                                 
114The mandatory disclosure of funds received from a foreign state entity law (2011), article 36a. 
115 Mr. Smotrich is of extreme right-wing ideology. He is known for suggesting the resolution to the Israeli-
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1.769079. With regards to BtS, Smotrich was quoted as saying “This NGO has spent years working to defame and 
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figure in Smotrich’s party, “The Jewish Home”, and is considered the Chairman, Minister of Education Naftali 
Bennet’s, second-in-command and future successor. See more: Julie Wiener, “Who is Ayelet Shaked, Israel’s new 
justice minister?”, Times of Israel, May 8, 2015, https://www.timesofisrael.com/who-is-ayelet-shaked-israels-new-
justice-minister  
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duties for NGOs who’s receipt of foreign funds makes up over half of the yearly budget – an 
addition suspected as targeting BtS alongside two more prominent left-wing NGOs. Moreover, the 
amendment was to apply retroactively – though this provision was probably never meant to be 
included in the final version of the law as the Supreme Court would probably strike it down.116  
During the legislative procedure, the proposed bill was met with criticism by MK’s from 
opposition Zionist center-left parties, such as “The Zionist Union”, “Yesh Atid” and “Meretz”.117 
It was further heavily criticized by some of the NGOs it pertained to including BtS, as well as the 
European Union, seeing as several European states such as Germany and Sweden, were mentioned 
as contributors to the NGOs at hand.118  
The main issues this criticism focused on were as follows: 
(1) Criticizing the true goal of the new amendment versus the proclaimed one, considering 
most of its official goals were already included in the 2011 law. The law was proclaimed an attempt 
at de-legitimizing and silencing free speech of left-wing NGOs by way of creating bureaucratic 
and symbolic obstacles to funding their activity. Some even explicitly stated the law was, in their 
view, an anti-democratic manifestation of politically motivated, McCarthyistic persecution of the 
Israeli Left, whose motivation and patriotism it sought to question. This echoed the public 
suggestions made by several original proposers of the bill, as well as Minister Shaked and Prime 
Minister Netanyahu, who claimed such NGOs were not independent but rather acting as proxies 
of foreign states. The claim of persecution was highlighted on June 2, 2016, when the Ministry of 
                                                 
116 Jousha Breiner, “Shaked to introduce new legislation: Representatives of mainly foreign-funded NGOs will have 
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Rights in Israel) response to the law, July 13, 2016. https://www.acri.org.il/he/36195  
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Justice released to the press a list of all NGOs to which the bill would apply. Out of 27 NGOs, 25 
were left-wing organizations. The most well-known of these, of course, was BtS, but also 
Be’tselem, Ir Amim and other, lesser-known NGOs. The two remaining NGOs were both small, 
largely apolitical and unknown religious ones.119 Furthermore, when a representative from the 
Ministry of Justice tried to present the list before the Knesset’s constitution committee, the 
chairman, MK Slomiansky of the “Jewish Home”, refused to allow her to do so.120  
(2) the terms used within the phrasing of the law were tailored to exclude any right-wing 
NGOs and their contributors. By using the term “Foreign State Entity”, the bill purposely left out 
any donation made by private businessmen, public figures or politicians, which make up the vast 
majority of many right-wing NGOs permanent income.121 Minister Shaked responded to this claim 
by stressing the difference between private and governmental contributions and influence, in a 
manner not dissimilar to that of CEO’s such as Mr. Deri, quoted here. Left wing MK’s responded 
by questioning the government’s attempt at attacking foreign governments while simultaneously 
accepting money from and working with them on numerous projects.122 Regardless, this debate 
was still presumably won by the Right, as current public perception of foreign donations made by 
state-entities tend to align with the Right’s claims and agenda as a whole.  
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(3) The alleged hypocrisy of right-wing MK’s and ministers, many of whom receive an 
abundance of donations from foreign businessmen and NGOs, who supposedly targeted opposing 
NGOs for utilizing similar tactics. A study by Israeli research institute “Molad” from November 
2015, showed that 57% of Minister Ayelet Shaked’s donations during in her primary election 
campaign were from foreign millionaires, including Belgian diamond dealer Serge Muller and 
other ‘questionable’ figures. The same study also showed that many Likud MK’s, including prime 
minister Netanyahu himself, received well over half of their donations from foreign businessmen 
and organization such as American gambling tycoon Sheldon Edelson or the American 
Evangelical Church, all of whom are of course excluded from the application of the law.123 It was 
recently revealed that Mrs. Shaked was promoting new legislation that will ensure foreign political 
donors’ identity (for donors who gave out sums of up to NIS 150,000) would be classified – but 
that this will not apply to state entities.124  
 (4) Several proposed amendments did not, in fact, serve the goal they were allegedly 
intended to serve, thus creating a disconnection between the goal and the means (which constitutes 
sufficient reasoning for the supreme court to strike laws down, according to precedent). The 
obligation for NGOs representatives to wear badges in the Knesset was criticized as humiliating 
and uncalled for, especially when considering the historical symbolism embedded into forcing 
Jews to wear such identification badges in Nazi ruled Europe– a comparison cautiously alluded to 
by some left-wing thinkers. Some claimed further that the retroactive application of the law 
indicated it was designated to persecute, rather than make transparent, left-wing NGOs activity.125  
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The final version of the law was somewhat softened between the first, second and third 
readings. This version (that eventually passed into law) did not include the special badges 
requirements, the extra publication demands detailed above or the retroactive application of the 
law – but did include extra reporting duties for NGOs whose receipt of foreign funds makes up 
over half of the yearly budget as well as enhanced acknowledgment of foreign donations in all of 
the relevant NGO’s publications.126 
While this law was not directed solely at BtS, it marked a trend: the public discourse that 
followed it focused on left-wing NGOs and dubbed them unpatriotic or “foreign agents”. When 
the law was officially approved, after six months of deliberations, Minister Shaked said that even 
though “BtS is relatively ‘more Israeli’ than other NGOs included here, it ought to be singled out 
as it ‘defames Israel oversees, and is able to do so because 60% of its budget is received from no 
less than 8 foreign state entities, including Germany, Switzerland and the EU.”127 
Prime Minister Netanyahu said this law “promoted democratic values”.128 Shaked said it 
will stop foreign countries from infringing on Israel’s sovereignty. MK Slomiansky said the law 
promoted transparency and stopped foreign countries from influencing Israel via NGOs who 
conceal their true interests.129 Other MK’s, even those who objected to the law, used the debate 
over it to attack BtS. MK Yair Lapid, chairman of the Centrist “Yesh Atid”, said the law “aids 
NGOs such as BtS instead of fighting them as it allows them free publicity”.130 Lapid also publicly 
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criticized Ha’retz newspaper’s English editor, Ms. Noa Landau, solely on the basis of being the 
spouse of BtS’ CEO, Avner Gvaryahu - whom he called “Israel’s greatest besmircher”.131 He later 
held a joint press conference with the heads of then-newly established NGO “My Truth” (see 
above) – wherein the founding members of the NGO claimed to work towards “denouncing BtS’ 
lies and international defamation of Israel and the IDF.” Lapid explained that “My Truth” is the 
“Zionist reply to BtS”, insinuating the latter was non-Zionist or even anti-Zionist.132 He was 
ultimately absent from the Knesset’s second and third readings on the law.133 Other opposition 
MK’s such as Itzik Shmuli of the center-left “Zionist Union” stated that they object the law, despite 
their disdain for BtS and the like. MK Shmuli went so far as calling BtS, earlier that same year, “a 
despicable organization that advances false propaganda and defamation of Israel, but is 
nevertheless part of our democracy.”134 In July 2018, however, Shmuli partly retracted these 
statements, stating before the author of this research that “I wouldn’t say those words again. I 
would still criticize BtS heavily and I still feel they deserve it, but I would perfect my wording so 
as to clarify that the NGO itself isn’t despicable – but rather some of its actions are.”135  
 During a meeting of the chairpersons of all coalition parties on June 11, 2017, Prime 
Minister Netanyahu stated that even after the 2016 amendment was introduced and passed, the law 
was still “too soft”. He added that he has therefore instructed Likud MK and current Minister of 
                                                 
that the anti-BtS laws only serve to strengthen it, yet I shall not deliberate further on this here. Interestingly enough, 
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Tourism, Yariv Levin, to prepare a new amendment to the 2011 law, which will render any foreign 
contributions to BtS and other such NGOs completely illegal.136 This statement came a mere two 
weeks after the German Foreign Minister cancelled a meeting with Netanyahu, due to the latter’s 
demand that he abstains from meeting with BtS  (indeed, the PM singled out BtS in this instance), 
upon visiting Israel. The German minister nevertheless did meet with BtS – but, as noted, not with 
Netanyahu.137  
Netanyahu also addressed the option of using the existing (2011) law to re-ignite a 2011 
initiative: the establishment of a parliamentary inquiry to investigate left-wing NGOs funding by 
foreign state entities.138 Netanyahu explained that, as seen in the case of alleged Russian meddling 
in American elections, democracies need to protect themselves from foreign entities infringing 
their sovereignty. Despite the fact that Netanyahu himself had rejected the very same bill when it 
was first proposed in 2011, he now said he had decided it was the right thing to do – a statement 
that won the praise and unanimous agreement of all coalition leaders.139 A few days later, MK 
Yoav Kish of the Likud, who in 2015 initiated a bill aimed at declaring any NGO that is supported 
by a foreign state as “a foreign agent on its behalf“ that failed to gain Knesset approval on 
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preliminary reading, said that he would support and even spearhead such an inquiry.140 
Nevertheless, the idea was rejected by the Knesset’s legal counselor, adv. Eyal Yinon, on the 
grounds that the proposed committee is ideologically, not legally, motivated. The initiative was 
further deflated by internal conflicts within the coalition on the issue of manning the chairman’s 
role – a position several parties coveted. Thus, it was aborted all together within a week. A Likud 
MK even stated (though anonymously) that the whole thing was always brought up, alongside a 
series of other legal and media initiatives, as an attempt by Netanyahu to deflect media attention 
from his ongoing corruption investigations.141  
Despite the abrupt end to the parliamentary inquiry initiative, the NGO law remains a key 
instrument in the hands of right-wing lawmakers, as they try to limit and qualify BtS. 
 
3. The Amendment to the Public Education Law (Prevention of Activity by 
Organizations Operating Against the Goals of Education and Against the IDF) (2016) 
(“Breaking the Silence Law”). 
The Amendment to the Public Education Law (Prevention of Activity by Organizations 
Operating Against the Goals of Education and Against the IDF) (2016) was introduced via a 
cooperation between aforementioned Minister of Education Bennet and his former-political-ally, 
MK Yair Lapid of “Yesh Atid” (see above), first gained media attention on December 2016, and 
was officially voted in as law on July 17, 2018.142  
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The original version of the law, supported by MK’s from 4 parties (all part of the coalition) 
including MK Smotrich and MK Kish, proposed two key changes in the Israeli education system’s 
legal foundations. Firstly, it proposed the addition of a new purpose to the 11 previously 
proclaimed “purposes of public education”: “the honoring and respecting of the IDF”. Secondly 
(and in many ways befitting of Right-wing agenda), the bestowing upon the Minister of Education 
the authority to prohibit certain persons or organizations from visiting public schools (there are 
very few Jewish private schools in Israel), holding events with students or promoting any activity 
on their behalf within the confines of schools, if he deemed said organization was “undermining 
the purpose of public education by acting against IDF soldiers, who are in Israeli consensus”. 
While the initiators of the law remained cautious of mentioning BtS by name to ensure the law 
was not too narrowly tailored to pass the Supreme Courts scrutiny, they did not hold back on its 
purposes when talking to the media. Bennet said “organizations that wander around abroad, 
harming IDF soldiers, will not corrupt the values we encourage, such as giving back to the state.” 
MK Lapid said “organizations that defame Israeli officers and soldiers, calling them criminals and 
advocating insubordination, must not step foot inside Israel’s public education system. Imagine 
what happens to a young Israeli high school student who, just moments before joining the IDF, 
hears such tales. There is no coalition and opposition here, all of us must stop this.” MK Kish 
added: “We mush shut the door on those who defame the IDF and spread hatred towards our finest 
sons, which leads to attacks on an international scale.”143 Not surprisingly, the media referred to 
this amendment hereinafter as “BtS Law”. 
Notably, the three MK’s, one from the extreme-right Jewish Home, one from the right 
Likud and one of the Centrist Yesh Atid, used similar arguments, but also added justifications 
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befitting of their electorate. Combined, these justifications show how powerful the hate and 
aggressive crackdown of the government on BtS has been – and how effective its message has 
become. Minister Bennet provided a quasi-religious reasoning, as he referred to values that are 
well perceived and celebrated in the religious community in Israel, such as “sacrifice” or “giving 
to the state”. Kish used a cliché in romantically distancing “our best sons” of the IDF and the no-
longer-good, supposedly lost and outcasted sons, the IDF veterans – BtS. Lapid spoke of an alleged 
consensus against BtS, the anti-patriotic organization that seeks to inflict harm to new soldiers’ 
motivation. Combined, the three painted a gloomy picture of BtS – specifically – as an Israel-
hating, lie-spreading, anti-Zionist NGO with evil intent and purpose. All the while ignoring the 
fact that BtS is a self-proclaimed patriotic, Zionist NGO that coordinates its publications with IDF 
censorship and claims that it does not act against the IDF or the state but against the occupation.  
Lapid later went on to say that “There is no army with better ethics than the IDF”, again 
alluding to the Zionist sacred cow of the IDF’s “purity of arms” (see above) and the IDF being 
“the most moral army in the world”, and added that “[BtS] looks to spread its poison, for [BtS] 
Israel is always the one to blame.”144 He was met with criticism both by MK’s from the (Zionist) 
Leftist Meretz party and from former Minister of Education from his own Yesh Atid party, Rabbi 
Shai Firon. However, these criticisms were quite different in nature: MK’s Rozin and Galon of 
Meretz called the bill “populist” and claimed “we are more patriotic than you [Bennet, Lapid and 
the like – I.D]”145, but Rabbi Firon opposed the law simply because “the Minister of Education has 
better things to do than deal with a small, insignificant organization of cheats who want to 
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delegitimize Israel”.146 The “Zionist Union” party declined to comment, with less than half of its 
24 MK’s present in the Knesset for the law’s preliminary reading vote. By doing so, The Zionist 
Union had effectively provided its silent consent to Lapid’s claim of “no coalition or opposition” 
on this matter, signaling BtS was not legitimate in the eyes of moderates, too.  
 The law was vehemently rejected by other left-wing NGOs in Israel, including the “Israeli 
Institute of Democracy” which published an opinion calling the law “another column to support 
the government’s attempts at de-legitimizing human rights and civil society NGOs, similar to the 
NGO law and the “planted” campaign.”147 NGOs on the right-wing, however, supported the law. 
One such supporter was the abovementioned Mr. Deri, said: “We started our operation a year ago, 
signing a petition calling on MK’s to cease cooperation with BtS. We exposed their lies, their 
cooperation with BDS [BtS officially and categorically denies such cooperation – I.D] and the de-
legitimization the organization causes Israel. Today, our efforts bear fruit.”148  
 After much deliberation in Knesset committees, the law was softened and changed before 
being brought before the Knesset once more – this time for a vote in the first reading. The most 
significant changes had to do with the two main amendments the law originally sought to bring 
about. Firstly, the purpose of respecting the IDF was replaced with “encouraging meaningful 
national or military service” – a broad consensus for almost all parties.149 Secondly, the newer 
version narrowed the definition of such NGOs to which the law pertains only to those that actively 
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attempt to get IDF soldiers tried or word abroad to encourage international anti-Israeli action.150 
This new version made the law’s path to approval plausible, though it remained very vaguely 
phrased, so as to allow the Minister of Education broad discretion when deciding on the fate of 
such NGOs within the education system (see Appendix 5). 
 The new version of the law passed the first reading and was thereafter sent to the education 
committee of the Knesset for further discussion. During the committee’s sessions, the coming-
together of the Coalition’s “Jewish Home” and the opposition’s “Yesh Atid” enabled the law to 
pass (by a slim 7 to 5 majority), with MK Meir Cohen of Yesh Atid even taking time to condemn 
“those who try to question the importance of meaningful service” and stating that “during my visits 
to schools I witnessed BtS representatives falsefully suggest the IDF’s code of arms is a 
mechanism designed to allow shooting children” – though this claim was never verified.151 
 Two weeks later, on July 17, the Knesset voted to make the amendment law. It passed two 
readings in rapid succession, with a clear (though lackluster) majority of 43 to 24 – with no less 
than 53 MK’s declining to even attend the vote. MK Tamar Zandberg, chairwoman of Meretz, 
commented that: 
“as the Right’s rule grew stronger, it realized it […] just wants to keep control [of the 
government and Knesset]. So, they began silencing BtS. At first they said “Why do you go 
abroad? Face the problem here!” Now, within Israel, they say “well, but not in the IDF, nor 
in schools or community centers”.  
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 In stark opposition to these words, MK Mualem simply stated: “Today we silenced 
Breaking the Silence”.152 
 It is unclear whether the law would actually apply to BtS, as the NGO proclaims it does 
not in any way seek to get IDF soldiers indicted, nor does it defame or besmirch Israel. Further, 
men and women of the NGO called out the insinuation that they object to service in the IDF, as 
the entire premise of the NGO is based on its members service.153 BtS to date still holds meetings 
and lectures in schools and has not changed its approach on this matter. It’s leaders further suspect 
that, should their decision be challenged in the supreme court (considering the new law on the 
matter), the court will wither strike the law down – or determine it doesn’t apply to BtS.154  
 
4.  The proposed amendment to the Tax order (Institution that operates for the good of 
Israel) (2016) (“The Funding Law”) – did not pass 
The proposed amendment to the Tax order (Institution that operates for the good of Israel) 
was first introduced on January 9, 2017 by 26 MK’s, all members of right-wing parties that are 
part of the coalition. The purpose of this amendment, according to the proposal, was to qualify the 
Tax Order’s definition of “Public institution”, adding to it a reservation stipulating that public 
institutions must not advocate or act directly to inflict harm upon Israel abroad. Further, it requires 
any action by such a public institution to be directed solely towards “advancing the interests of 
Israeli citizens or Jews in the diaspora”– without specifically detailing what actions might be 
considered as “advancing” these interests.155 
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 Put plainly, the amendment sought to exclude left-wing NGOs from the possibility of 
receiving tax exemptions, in an attempt to sever NGOs funding options and eventually advance 
their breakdown. This goal is even stated in the explanatory words provided to this proposed 
amendment, which indicated that:  
“A tax exemption creates de facto funding by the state’s citizens of NGOs 
promoting public good. Israeli citizens should not fund operations that they are 
displeased with. To this end, it is hereby proposed that no NGO that defames Israel 
or partakes in the international campaign to de-legitimize it shall receive tax 
exemptions. In a democracy, it is probably impossible to prevent an NGO from 
acting, but the state mustn’t help it by way of allowing tax exemptions for donations 
it receives.”156 
 
Despite the Attorney General’s view all but voiding the amendment of any real 
significance, it is still in line for a vote of approval in the first reading. It has also, inevitably, 
sparked media interest, which in turn provided the proposing MK’s a platform to voice their 
grievances. MK Smotrich, for example, claimed that “The state of Israel should not feed those who 
wish to harm it. this isn’t an infringement of free speech – anyone can do and say what they want. 
There is a distinction to be made between free speech and helping those who wish to harm us.” 
MK Dov Hanin of “Hadash” (part of the united Arab party) replied: “it should be said out loud 
that this is an attempt to silence anyone who criticizes the West Bank settlements. In actual fact, 
the ones who cause Israel the most harm are the settlements, not those who act against them.”157 
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This amendment, however slim its chances of becoming law, provides another glimpse at 
the government’s desire to curtail BtS and other NGOs in a two-fold manner: on the surface - by 
shutting down any available funding opportunities it has, thus creating obstacles to sustainable 
activity without directly harming free speech. Underneath the surface – by using aggressive, 
confrontational language within the realm of proposed legal acts, thus perpetuating negative 
perceptions of such NGOs as non-patriotic foreign agents or even “Trojan horses”. In this context, 
it is rather unsurprising that in 2015, “Im Tirzu” embarked on a media campaign which sought to 
support MK Kish’s efforts against BtS and other NGOs by depicting left-wing activists – their 
names and faces included – as “planted” by foreign states (see Appendix 6).158 The campaign was 
later aborted after a second video, portraying many beloved Israeli actors, writers and artists of 
left-wing conviction as “planted” created a wave of negative responses.159 Im Tirzu CEO, Mr. 
Matan Peleg, had even suspended himself for three months.160 He returned with a new campaign 
three years later, wherein Im Tirzu tried to prevent the appointment of Major General Yair Golan 
to the position of Chief of the General Staff of the IDF.161 This, owing to Golan’s claim from 2016 
that “it is frightening to see in Israeli society developments that are similar to Europe and 
particularly Germnay in the 1930’s”.162 Peleg then questioned Golan’s loyalty and willingness to 
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fight for Israel (despite Golan’s 4-decade long service), going so far as to likeni him to French 
Marshal Philippe Pétain.163 
The laws and proposed amendments thus far discussed constitute a mere fraction of a wave 
of nationalistic legislation the Israeli government has promoted in the past few years. Other laws 
include the “Nation-State Law” that attempts to change Israel from a Jewish-Democratic nation to 
a primarily Jewish state and demote Arabic to a non-official language, the Referendum Law that 
stipulates a referendum must be held before any withdrawal from Israeli territory is carried out and 
more. However, the laws discussed above serve as testament to the attempts by the government to 
silence BtS and other left-wing NGOs while maintaining a pro-speech facade.  
 
Conclusion 
The campaign against BtS, successful though it may be, is far from over. While it 
undoubtedly managed to persuade many Israelis of the so-called dangers of openly discussing the 
occupation and the risks involved with receiving funding from other states or criticizing Israel 
abroad – it hasn’t yet managed to completely push BtS or any such NGO out of public discourse. 
In fact, BtS has even pushed back: it received more donations from Israelis in 2018 than ever 
before; its social media exposure rose to over 70,000 Likes and followers on Facebook and 14,500 
followers on Twitter.164 It has begun (unofficially) working with American NGOs working to end 
the occupation, such as “If not now” and “J-Street”. Earlier still, after Ben-Gurion University 
decided to reward the NGO for its activism, only to retract this decision due to governmental 
pressure – members of its senior staff embarked on an independent online crowd-funding initiative 
                                                 
163 Channel 10 News,“Im Tirzu CEO on Yair Golan: we want someone with conviction in our way”, August 2018, 
https://www.10.tv/news/170184 
164 Shovrim Shtika on Facebook, https://www.facebook.com/shovrimshtika/?ref=br_rs; Shovrim Shtika on Twitter, 
https://twitter.com/shovrimshtika  
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for BtS, ending up with over NIS 30,000 – more than the original sum the NGO had won. Another 
crowdfunding campaign raised over NIS 88,000 – 4.5 times the original goal of NIS 20,000.165 A 
wealthy donor of the University even decided to cancel a donation of over NIS 1,000,000 after 
learning of the University’s decision not to reward BtS, stating “This decision demonstrates 
surrender to a nationalistic, anti-democratic wave. I can’t go to protests in my age [93] but I can 
change my will.”166 
However, the influences of governmental policy are evident in the hatred to BtS and other 
such NGOs, in the turning of the word “Leftist” to disgraceful and almost synonymous with 
treasonous tendencies, and the rise of the Right and Netanyahu’s Likud in most election polls as 
well. Even violence against left-wing activists is becoming almost a commonality, with death 
threats and excruciatingly brutal language on left-wing MK’s and activist’s social media profiles 
becoming a part of daily routine.  
Having succeeded in limiting the NGO’s scope of influence, the physical spaces in which 
it can operate, the ways it can fundraise and the identity of the donors it can sustain – the 
government is still pushing to limit BtS even further: it has ordered the IDF to cease cooperating 
with the NGO, rallied local municipalities such as Jerusalem (led by Likud politician, Mayor Nir 
Barkat) against allocating it public spaces to hold events in and more. Most recently (August 2018), 
several members of BtS were held for questioning after a routine tour in the area south of Hebron, 
under the pretense of entering a closed military zone (despite settlers being allowed in with ease). 
                                                 
165 Supporting Breaking the Silence: Yossi Guterman’s Project. “Giveback: giving back to community”. 
https://www.giveback.co.il/projectcomments.aspx?id=2397  
166 Sharon Tal, “Senior Staff at Ben Gurion University Raised Tens of Thousands for Breaking the Silence”, Be’er 
Sheva Net, https://www.b7net.co.il/article/310449/2  
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What started with criticism of activity abroad has developed into shutting down of activity in Israel, 
is now evolving into attempted disruption of activity in the NGO’s core: The West Bank.167 
This campaign serves as a successful pilot, if you will, of future ones. The combination of 
an extensive legal toolbox with a continuous media campaign, a persistent civil society backing 
from the Israeli Right and a tendency to withdrawal by the anemic Israeli (parliamentary) Left and 
Center, all mean that Netanyahu and his government, free from any leftist influence since 2015, 
can carry on in their quest to consolidate power over Israel’s democracy via a slow, methodological 
tearing apart of its institutions (the Court, the Knesset) coercing its thinkers (especially in the 
academia) and silencing or denouncing as traitors and as “fifth column” those who object to the 
government’s policies. Thus, by creating a complete assimilation between “Israel” and “Israeli 
government”, as well as “the Israeli occupation of the West Bank”, the government can rally the 
people to the nationalist cause of preventing, denouncing and rejecting any criticism, whether 
voiced by an Israeli or foreign NGO, domestically or abroad, as non-legitimate, traitorous and 
altogether irrelevant.168  
 It is highly doubtful that the Israeli government will stop at BtS. It has already begun 
depicting other NGOs as unpatriotic, anti-Zionist and the like. NGOs such as Ir Amim (which 
operates mainly around East Jerusalem), The Association for Civil Rights in Israel (dubbed 
“terrorist defenders” by Minister of Education Bennet) and of course, BtS, are all fair game for the 
right in its attempt to de-legitimize leftist ideology, besmirch NGOs that hold such views and 
silence all criticism of governmental policy. Some NGOs, such as the “New Israel Fund” which 
finances liberal and progressive activism in Israel have become a target for Netanyahu, with the 
                                                 
167 “Fight for Breaking the Silence”, Ha’aretz Editorial, September 2, 2018, 
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168 Yoram Perry, “Last Days of Democracy”, Haaretz, August 15, 2018 https://www.haaretz.co.il/magazine/the-
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latter going so far as to suggest Mickey Gitzin, CEO of the New Israel Fund in Israel, has aligned 
himself with Palestinians in a recent Facebook post pertaining to Gitzin’s support of the Arab 
demonstration against the Nation-State Law, where some protesters waved the Palestinian flag.169  
Benjamin Netanyahu’s government is changing Israel. It actively sacrifices left-wing 
NGOs ability to criticize it. It purposely qualifies any critical speech as illegitimate, anti-Zionist 
(verging on anti-Semitic) or traitorous. It encourages violence (verbal or physical, directly or 
indirectly) against all those who publicly disagree with its policies – or at the very least, does little 
to prevent it. It is working towards the creation of a new equation, where Zionism means only 
Right-wing policies, the West Bank is a de-facto part of sovereign Israel and an objection to the 
continuance of the occupation is an unacceptable, unpatriotic, unfaithful stance. Furthermore, 
Netanyahu’s government is actively seeking to undermine democracy’s institutions – by 
marginalizing the Knesset or legislating new limitations on the Supreme Court’s power, and of 
course by continuously attacking the media as liberal-leaning, biased and unfair “fake news”.170  
This gung-ho, multiple-front assault on democracy, leads to a slippery slope towards to a 
Hungarian-like illiberal democracy. The murky wave of illiberal legislation has thus greatly 
damaged the delicate moral fiber that allows Israel to exist as both a democracy and a Jewish 
haven. It has narrowed free speech and expression in civil society, drawn new and dangerously 
narrow borders for what can and cannot be said, and redesigned Zionism as a nationalistic, populist 
and jingoist movement. It should come as no surprise that while Israel is considered a western 
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state, it has recently emboldened its ties with states such as Rodrigo Duterte’s Philippines or the 
members of the Visegrád Group, including the deteriorating democracies of Hungary and Poland. 
Netanyahu himself is known for his poor relationship with former US president Barack Obama 
and his superb one with current, Right-wing President Donald Trump.171  
Indeed, not everyone accepts as an irrefutable truth the continued claims of the government. 
NGOs such as BtS, the New Israel Fund and others remain adamant their ability to speak freely – 
even if that means risking public scorning – is a testament that Israeli democracy is stable enough 
to allow for change to grow from within, though outside pressure could be helpful. Fittingly, BtS 
CEO stated he isn’t "willing to accept the government’s supposed axiom […] I am certainly not 
an anti-Israeli. On the contrary: I break the silence because I’m a Zionist, because I’m a patriot, 
because I’m an Israeli. Just one who refuses to subscribe to the government’s agenda.”172  
“That’s just how it is with a Dybbuk”, argues Dr. Tomer Persico of Tel Aviv University, 
“[…] it’s very presence brings terror and madness upon all of its surrounding. One small Dybbuk 
can make an entire village go mad. and the danger it causes is done not by itself but by those who 
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Testimonies 1-4 from Breaking the Silence’s 2010 publication “Occupation of the Territories”, 
























Testimonies 1 and 51 from Breaking the Silence’s 2014 publication “This is how we fought in 



























MK Oren Hazan (Likud) post on Facebook, where he wrote “Crime and Punishment” and shared 





















 “The soldier shall make use of his weaponry and power only for the fulfillment of the 
mission and solely to the extent required; he will maintain his humanity even in combat. The 
soldier shall not employ his weaponry and power in order to harm non-combatants or prisoners of 
war, and shall do all he can to avoid harming their lives, body, honor and property.” (“IDF 




Caricature from Ha’aretz Newspaper online by Amos Biderman depicting the Minister of 
Education, Naftali Bennet, telling the Head of the IDF, Major-General Gadi Eisenkot 




Screenshot from the “Planted campaign”, depicting key left-wing activists including Mr. 
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